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This dissertation examines the effectiveness of a low-bridge, minimalist approach to 
addressing multiliteracies online at the Writing Center at the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill. In the 2016–17 academic year, 110 students from 41 English composition classes 
received feedback on multiliteracy projects they submitted to the Writing Center’s asynchronous 
online service. The students and their writing coaches were surveyed and interviewed about their 
experiences using the Writing Center’s online service for the purpose of feedback on 
multiliteracy projects. In preparation for giving this feedback, tutors were provided only a 
limited amount of multiliteracy-focused training that was proportional to the training they 
routinely receive in other areas.  
The results of the study indicated that students were satisfied with the feedback they 
received, that their writing coaches felt confident and comfortable leveraging their existing 
training and skills to respond to multiliteracy projects, and that when students heard about the 
service at a point of need, there was demand for multiliteracy support from the Writing Center. 
While both students and coaches had suggestions for ways to improve the service, the changes 
that they suggested were feasible and did not necessitate radically overhauling the center’s 
existing online coaching training. Furthermore, the asynchronous online format unexpectedly 
proved to be an effective medium for supporting multiliteracies because students had minimal 





centers need to be overhauled to accommodate multiliteracies, this study shows that in some 
institutional contexts, a minimalist approach to addressing multiliteracies online in a writing 
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"No one can be an expert in everything; what’s important in a conference is that writers receive a 
thoughtful response from an authentic audience" (2003, p. 17).  
—Michael Pemberton  
In this dissertation, I set out to determine to what extent a traditional writing center could 
effectively support multiliteracies without radically transforming the center’s mission, training, 
or other aspects of its service. Borrowing from the New London Group’s use of the term 
“multiliteracies” in 1996, John Trimbur (2000) brought the term to writing center scholarship to 
refer to “literacy as a multimodal activity in which oral, written, and visual communication 
intertwine and interact” (p. 29). Multiliteracy centers have emerged since to support, among 
other things, students working on multimodal compositions with a mixture of oral, written, and 
visual components.1 
Some writing center scholars, most notably David Sheridan (2006), have advocated for 
more advanced models of multiliteracy support that involve significant changes to tutor hiring 
practices and training to address the technological aspects of multiliteracy projects in addition to 
 
                                                
1 While Trimbur’s use of “multiliteracies” is broader and includes languages other than English in addition to 
multimodal compositions, for the purpose of this study, “multiliteracy project” and “multimodal composition” will 
both refer to compositions involving more than one mode of communication beyond words on a page or screen. 
Since the term “multimedia” is usually more recognizable to undergraduate students, “multimedia” was used in 
student surveys and interviews instead of “multiliteracies.” “Digital literacy” was also a term that many UNC-CH 
English composition instructors were familiar with, and because it is more limited in scope than how writing center 
scholars have used “multiliteracies,” “digital literacy” more accurately describes the focus of this study. Even so, to 
match the conventions of writing center scholarship, I will use “multiliteracies” and its variants most often while 
also using “multimedia,” “multimodal composition,” “digital literacy project,” “hypertexts,” “new media,” or other 
related terms in instances when scholars or participants used them or where they fit more naturally. While there are 
variations in how scholars, students, and the public use all of the above terms, I will use them more-or-less 





the rhetorical ones. Other scholars, like Jackie Grutsch McKinney (2010), have pointed out the 
challenges of an “all-in-one” (AIO) approach to multiliteracies in which specialized 
“supertutors” are trained to help students with all aspects of multimodal composition, including 
the technical ones, in centers equipped with the hardware and software needed to do so (pp. 210-
213). McKinney acknowledged the merits of an AIO model but also its challenges, and she 
suggested that an approach where writing center tutors provide rhetorical support and leave 
technical support to other campus entities also has pros and cons and could be preferable in some 
contexts (p. 219). In other words, writing center tutors can be trained to respond to multimodal 
texts, even if they do not have special training in the functional aspects of multimodal 
composition. This empirical study contributes an evidence-based examination of the 
effectiveness of this more minimalist, not all-in-one approach to multiliteracies at the Writing 
Center at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, a large R1 university.  
At our institution and many others, transforming the Writing Center into an AIO 
multiliteracy center is not currently feasible or advisable. I wanted to determine if we could 
nonetheless address multiliteracies with an amount of training proportional to what our writing 
coaches2 receive in other areas and without detracting from other important areas of focus in our 
center. More specifically, I wondered to what extent students would be satisfied with a 
minimalist approach to multiliteracies, how confident and successful coaches would feel in 
adapting their writing center training to multiliteracies, and how much demand and traction there 
 
                                                
2 The terms that writing centers use to refer to the individuals who assist students with their writing vary widely, and 
“tutor” and “consultant” are likely the most common. Our center shifted during the course of the study from calling 
our staff “tutors” to calling them “coaches,” and that terminology shift is reflected in some of the research 
participants’ survey and interview responses. For that reason, while I will use “tutor” when talking about the role in 
general terms, I will use “coach” to refer to the specific role as it exists at the UNC-CH Writing Center. Research 
participants sometimes used the terms interchangeably, and that heterogeneity is reflected in the data with 





would be for multiliteracy support in the Writing Center. I hypothesized that a more minimalist 
approach to multiliteracies would result in student satisfaction, that coaches would feel confident 
adapting our pedagogy to respond to multiliteracy writers, and that there would be demand for 
multiliteracy support from students. 
To test these hypotheses, I invited students and instructors from our University’s Writing 
Program, a curricular hub for digital literacy,3 to use the Writing Center’s services for 
multiliteracy projects. After an initial pilot of the study that examined in-person tutoring and 
resulted in minimal use of the Center for multiliteracies, I narrowed the focus of the full study to 
our asynchronous online platform, hypothesizing that an online option would represent a lower-
stakes, more accessible way for students to use the Writing Center’s services for an unfamiliar 
purpose. Students from 41 English Writing Program classes participated in the study, with 110 
students choosing to submit multiliteracy projects to our online service. I surveyed and 
interviewed students who used the service, their writing coaches, and their course instructors 
about their experiences with the online service and multiliteracy projects. I also surveyed and 
interviewed students who opted not to use the service. 
The data from the survey and interviews suggest that a minimalist approach to 
multiliteracies was indeed effective in this particular institutional context, with students feeling 
generally satisfied with the feedback they received and writing coaches feeling like they did not 
need much additional training. Asynchronous online coaching unexpectedly proved to be an 
 
                                                
3 As of the 2017–18 academic year, the UNC Writing Program required all first-year composition courses to include 
at least one unit project that involved digital literacy. Prior to this requirement, the Writing Program already had a 
high commitment to multiliteracies. This was in part due to UNC being an early adopter of a campus-wide initiative 
that continues to ensure that every student has a laptop. Instructors and students at UNC also have access to the 
Media Resources Center and Design Lab, which provide instruction and resources to support multiliteracy projects; 
English composition instructors make use of these services more than any other group on campus. The Writing 
Program also has a tradition of instructors collaborating and sharing materials, and many multiliteracy assignments 
continue to be adopted and adapted by instructors in the program. The Writing Program is also a genre-based, WID 





ideal format for supporting multiliteracies. However, it was also clear from the pilot and the full 
study that demand for multiliteracy support from the Writing Center did not arise organically, at 
least immediately, and that informing students about the service at a point of need was critical 
for inspiring students to use the service. While a minimalist approach to addressing 
multiliteracies with an online service was effective, getting students to use the service required 
some intentionality.  
Before examining the results of this research in detail, I begin by the telling the story in 
Chapter 1 of how competing narratives of, to use Peter Carino’s terms, “technological 
endorsement and resistance” have often framed the conversation about both multiliteracies in 
writing centers and online tutoring (p. 172). I explain how the history of enthusiasm and doubt in 
the scholarship led me to design a replicable, aggregable, and data-driven (RAD) study that 
would explore the under-examined nexus of multiliteracy centers and asynchronous online 
tutoring. 
In Chapter 2, I describe the research methods of the study and ground the project by 
describing the institutional context of the study and detailing the salient features of the Writing 
Center, Writing Program, and other relevant campus partners at UNC-Chapel Hill. I also explain 
how the study was reshaped after a pilot that resulted in minimal student participation. 
In Chapters 3-5, I report the results of the full study and answer my sub-questions about 
student satisfaction, tutor training, and demand for the service. I describe how students were 
generally satisfied but also offered constructive feedback applicable to any online session, how 
writing coaches felt confident and successful but also had feasible suggestions for improving 






I conclude by arguing that, depending on the possibilities and constraints of particular 
institutional contexts, traditional writing centers can and should address multiliteracies by 
leveraging and adapting the training, resources, and tools that they already have. While targeted, 
iterative investment in multiliteracy-focused training could have a benefit over time, effective 
support for students can occur without it. This finding is important because overinvestment in 
multiliteracy-focused training could detract from a writing center’s overall mission. In other 
words, not being able to attain the all-in-one ideal of a multiliteracy center that Sheridan 
described is not a reason for writing centers to remain on the sidelines. Furthermore, I argue that 
while asynchronous online tutoring has been frequently maligned in the scholarship, the 
asynchronous online format actually provides an ideal, low-barrier, and effective way for a 
traditional writing center to offer feedback to students on multiliteracy projects. In the 





CHAPTER 1: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Multiliteracy Centers and Online Tutoring: An Ambivalent History 
 To set the stage for my own research, I will first trace a tension in writing center 
scholarship between technophilic and technophobic voices. Long before multiliteracies emerged 
as a topic of conversation in writing center scholarship, writing center scholars across a variety 
of institutional contexts were enthused by the possibilities for growth and change that come with 
new technologies. At the same time, they were anxious about how new technologies would alter 
writing center work. In what follows, I will show how this mixture of enthusiasm and anxiety 
about new technologies in writing center scholarship has set the stage for the kind of moderate, 
minimalist, iterative approach to building an online multiliteracy tutoring service that I explored 
in this study. The ambivalent history of scholarship about multiliteracies and online tutoring in 
writing centers—and the gap in the research at the intersection of these two areas—served as the 
initial spark for designing my study. 
Enthusiasm and Doubt about Technology in Writing Centers 
As I will demonstrate later in this chapter, the writing center field has had no shortage of 
support for new technological innovations in the areas of online tutoring and multiliteracy 
tutoring. While writing centers have often been quick to adopt new technologies, as Peter Carino 
pointed out in his “cautionary history” of technology in Writing Centers (1988), some scholars 
have remained “recalcitrant Luddites” who have “paused to scream” their reservations on 
humanist grounds (p. 172). Carino argued that a historical examination of this tension between 





to “remain vigilant against the intoxication of [their] enthusiasm” (p. 193). This range between 
hypervigilance and intoxication has informed both the conversations about multiliteracy centers 
and online tutoring.  
The field’s intoxication with, or at least endorsement of, new technologies is not hard to 
understand, given these technologies' potential to serve more students in new ways. Technology 
has enabled both growth and creativity in writing center services. The trend of technological 
resistance is more counterintuitive. Part of the field’s vigilance about technology comes out of a 
longstanding concern about writing centers occupying the role of remedial fix-it shops. Neal 
Lerner (1988) offered a historical account that was skeptical about the role of technology in 
writing centers, particularly about how it can enable rote drill-and-practice pedagogy that 
prioritizes the “fundamentals” of language over whole communication. This approach, Lerner 
suggested, has often entangled new writing center technologies with initiatives to remediate 
underprepared students. Lerner traced the history of this relationship between technology and 
drill-and-skill remediation starting with “laboratory” approaches to teaching in the early 20th 
century through Skinnerian teaching machines like drill pads in the 1950s and 60s and leading up 
to programmed learning in “comp-labs” in the 1970s and 80s. He concluded that the drive to 
remediate students is a powerful force, and that until writing assistance is more “substantial than 
symbolic,” the fundamentals-focused history of technologies in writing centers will carry over 
into the future (p. 135). This concern that technology will enable an excessive focus on the 
fundamentals or even drill-and-skill remediation, as we will see later, has played out in the 
field’s specific conversations about multiliteracies and online tutoring.  
Resistors have also worried that new technologies might be adopted uncritically and lead 





integrate networked computers, writing centers have neglected to theorize the pedagogical 
implications of new technologies. In his essay “Networked Computers + Writing Centers = ? 
Thinking About Networked Computers In Writing Center Practice,” Blythe described the 
theories underpinning technology use in writing centers to offer a framework for administrators 
to consider their integration of new technologies. He argued that instrumental theories of 
technology that focus on logistical issues are limiting because they overlook the ways that 
technology can create fundamental change. Likewise, he argued that substantive theories of 
technology, which assume technology’s capacity to create fundamental change without 
considering logistical issues, are also limiting. While Blythe left the question of how to theorize 
technology open for discussion, he suggested that writing centers move in the direction of critical 
theories of technology that extend beyond exclusively logistical or substantive approaches. 
Critical engagement with new technologies, he argued, will be necessary for writing centers to 
rethink their instructional designs in productive ways.  
As writing centers have excitedly implemented new technologies, critical voices like 
Carino, Lerner, and Blythe have paused to offer some helpful bearish reservations to 
counterbalance the field’s generally bullish stance toward technology. The pattern of competing 
narratives of technological endorsement and resistance observed by Carino replayed itself with 
the rise of multiliteracies. Lerner’s concern about a focus on fundamentals with technology has 
partially fueled the field’s interest in multiliteracies; most notably, Jackie Grutsch McKinney 
(2009) argued that if writing centers don’t claim multiliteracies (“new media” was the term she 
used at the time), other campus units like computer science departments could claim them and 
make multiliteracies more about technical rather than rhetorical mastery (pp. 35-36). And 





center voices offering critical perspectives on the implementation of both multiliteracies and 
online tutoring. Writing centers’ forays into multiliteracies and online tutoring include scholarly 
sentiment all along the spectrum of resistance and endorsement. The range of positions between 
Luddite-like recalcitrance and intoxicated enthusiasm provides important context for my 
project’s attempt to take an online approach to addressing multiliteracies at the UNC Writing 
Center. 
Enthusiasm, Doubt, and Multiliteracies 
 The brief history of scholarship on multiliteracy centers specifically has included, to use 
Blythe’s terminology, strains of instrumental, substantive, and critical theories alike, and with its 
mixture of exuberant and anxious voices, it has reflected Carino’s observation of the tension 
between technological endorsement and resistance. In this section, I will describe how and why 
this tension between enthusiasm and doubt about multiliteracies in the scholarship shaped my 
research. 
Enthusiasm about Multiliteracies 
Jennifer Grouling and Jackie Grutsch McKinney have noted that much of the scholarship 
on multimodal composition is “of the evangelical vein” (p. 57). Just as writing center scholars 
have continued to cite Stephen North’s “The Idea of a Writing Center”4 almost as an involuntary 
reflex (Boquet and Lerner, p. 171), multiliteracy center scholars have similarly summoned again 
and again the New London group’s exuberant endorsement of multiliteracies: “A pedagogy of 
multiliteracies: Designing social futures” (1996). This early piece argued that transitioning to a 
pedagogy based on multiliteracies would equip students with the access, critical thinking, and 
engagement needed to “design social futures” in a changing world (Cazden et al., p. 60). In the 
 
                                                
4 Stephen North’s famous essay rails against the idea of a writing center as a remedial “fix-it shop” and emphasizes 





New London Group’s positive view, multiliteracies go beyond curricular innovation and have 
the ability to make fundamental social and political impacts for students. 
More recently, writing center scholars have taken up and extended the New London 
Group’s multiliteracy manifesto. John Trimbur’s turn-of-the-century Writing Center Journal 
article (2000) was the first to bring the concept of multiliteracies into the realm of writing 
centers. Trimbur echoed the New London Group by arguing that multiliteracies have greater 
meaning and potential than just a pedagogical shift; beyond that, for Trimbur, multiliteracies can 
enable writing centers “to develop more equitable social futures by redistributing the means of 
communication” (p. 30). Predicting that writing centers would become multiliteracy centers, 
Trimbur argued that the notion of multiliteracies captures “everything from essays and project 
reports to Powerpoint presentations to web page and poster design" (p. 29). Pointing out writing 
centers’ problematic neglect of writing in other languages, he included non-English languages in 
his vision of a multiliteracy center, a policy captured in his rebranding of his Writing Resource 
Center as the “Center for Communication Across the Curriculum” (p. 29). For Trimbur, echoing 
the New London Group, the notion of writing center support for multiliteracies was more 
expansive than just multimodal composition and even inclusive of languages other than English.  
Christina Murphy and Lory Hawkes (2011) offered a similarly grand and social-change 
focused narrative of multiliteracies in writing centers. Murphy and Hawkes marked a moment of 
“new historicism” in which writing centers were transitioning from a print-based culture to one 
based on “e-literacies” (pp. 361-364). They argued that this change would allow writing centers 
to make a broader institutional shift from their traditional, marginalized position as a support 
service within academia to a more central position where they “assume their rightful and credible 





goals of multimodal literacy” (p. 364). In Murphy and Hawkes’ vision of contemporary 
multiliteracy centers, tutors should redefine themselves as digital content specialists who 
“empower student investigation and knowledge-making” by customizing learning environments 
to the needs of learners through custom user interfaces (p. 365). Murphy and Hawkes wanted to 
advance a cultural narrative that argued for the central role that writing centers can play within 
education and writing instruction. Because writing centers throughout their history have proven 
to “respond innovatively to societal shifts,” Murphy and Hawkes felt that the writing center as 
multiliteracy center is a setting for fostering what they call “21st century e-literacies” (p. 374). 
For Murphy and Hawkes, the multiliteracy model was a way for the writing center to break out 
of its perceived role as a remedial service and to instead function as a site of innovation. 
David Sheridan (2006) offered another progressive model for multiliteracy work by 
arguing that writing centers are uniquely positioned to support students with multiliteracies and 
that writing centers should therefore embrace transformation into multiliteracy centers. He 
envisioned writing centers as “agents of institutional change” for multiliteracies via not just 
tutoring, but also helping instructors integrate technologies in classrooms and providing 
technology-related outreach in other forms, such as classroom visits (p. 343). Sheridan offered 
another ambitious vision for writing centers as multiliteracy centers, one in which writing centers 
embrace both the technical and rhetorical components of multimodal composition. To separate 
technology and rhetoric, in Sheridan’s view, would be a mistake because it would “artificially 
segment” the composing process. “If students need to go to separate sources to get technical and 
rhetorical help,” Sheridan argued, “then many of them, for pragmatic reasons, will simply skip 
the rhetorical support altogether” (p. 342). Because Sheridan viewed technology and literacy as 





Sheridan’s view, tutors need three things: 1) pedagogical awareness, including an understanding 
of how to adapt writing center pedagogy to digital environments, 2) an understanding of 
multimodal rhetoric, and 3) an understanding of “the technical processes that are involved in 
composing digital media” (p. 343). The multimodal tutor in Sheridan’s idea of a multiliteracy 
center is a teacher, rhetorician, and technical support specialist at the same time. The question of 
the feasibility of hiring and training a student staff that can fulfill all three roles did not escape 
Sheridan. While acknowledging the challenges, he stood by his ambitious vision. While he noted 
that writing centers “are often overtasked and underresourced” and that “[d]eveloping a 
multiliteracy program can seem overwhelming,” Sheridan nonetheless felt that a multiliteracy 
program “can grow incrementally, building on existing practices and models” (p. 346). Sheridan 
argued that by starting small, writing centers can gradually make progress on addressing 
multiliteracies by building on what the field is already doing well. 
Jackie Grutsch McKinney offered some additional reasons for writing centers to embrace 
multiliteracies. In her work “New Media Matters: Tutoring in the Late Age of Print” (2009), 
McKinney responded to uncertainties about writing centers opening their doors to new media by 
arguing that it is the job of writing centers to adapt their practices. She contended that new media 
counts as writing, that there are blurred lines between new and old media, and, as I alluded to 
above, that others will claim it as a purely technological object if writing centers do not assert 
otherwise. For McKinney, writing centers should embrace multiliteracies. She emphasized that 
fears about tutoring students working with new media are not good reasons for failing to try, and 
she suggested that writing centers can and should train all tutors to support new media instead of 
training only specialized tutors (p. 347). McKinney argued for reimagining traditional writing 





to new media-related principles and vocabulary (pp. 355-359), she argued that because of the 
rhetorical nature of any text, responding to new media is “the thing we have always done, just in 
new forms, genres, and media” (p. 348). Contra Sheridan, she presented a more measured model 
for change, arguing that all tutors could be trained to support multiliteracies, not just specially-
trained tutors with technical expertise. 
While the New London Group, Trimbur, Murphy and Hawkes, and Sheridan offered 
ambitious, sometimes exuberant visions in which the writing center as multiliteracy center has 
the capacity for transformation and widespread social impact, the scope of my own project had to 
be much more limited. My focus was on feasible first steps for a traditional writing center to 
even begin addressing multiliteracies in a manageable way. Because multiliteracies had been 
unaddressed at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Writing Center prior to this study, 
the first steps of day-to-day implementation had to be tackled before larger questions of societal 
impact could be considered. Developing more equitable social futures, redistributing the means 
of communication, fostering major educational and societal goals, and drastically overhauling 
the role of the writing coach were outside the reach of the center in this study’s initial foray into 
multiliteracy work.  
For our writing center, McKinney’s more measured embrace of multiliteracies was a 
helpful organizing principle. The kind of all-in-one transformation that Sheridan described was 
not an option, and it was inevitable to separate technology and rhetoric to some degree in order 
to support multiliteracies at all. Since multiliteracies have not been an integral part of the mission 
of the Writing Center at UNC-Chapel Hill, hiring and training staff with the requisite technical 
expertise to support the technical aspects of composition would necessarily detract from the 





graphic design majors, for instance, we would lose other types of expertise on our staff. 
Likewise, if we were to focus heavily on multiliteracy center training, our coaches would 
necessarily receive less training in other areas such as working with ESL students, students with 
ADHD and learning differences, and students working on monomodal assignments in a variety 
of fields. While Sheridan’s call to keep technology and rhetoric intertwined is therefore not 
feasible in our context, the model tested in this study does follow the rest of his enthusiastic call 
to start small and build on what we already do well. I wanted to experiment instead with co-
claiming support for multiliteracies alongside other campus partners like the library’s Media 
Resources Center and Design Lab. I hypothesized that the Writing Center’s well-established 
ability to provide rhetorical support to students—to be readers, in McKinney’s terms—would 
position us to help students with multiliteracies despite any concerns about separating technology 
and rhetoric. 
Doubts about Multiliteracies 
While the enthusiasm of Sheridan et al. provided a spark to initiate change, the healthy 
skepticism of Pemberton and other scholars provided a justification for the minimalist approach 
to multiliteracies taken in this study. I will elaborate on how this was the case after tracing some 
of the skepticism in the scholarship. 
Michael Pemberton (2003), most notably, offered a much more cautious take on writing 
centers taking on multiliteracies, one that is representative of the “technological resistance” train 
of scholarly thought that Carino described in his history. Pemberton embraced writing centers’ 
“healthy critical skepticism” and argued that the same healthy skepticism should be applied to 
online texts (he called them “hypertexts”).  
Pemberton offered four reasons why writing centers “can safely ignore hypertexts.” First, 





they would any other texts because tutors can be helpful by asking questions about audience and 
purpose (pp. 16-17). Second, he predicted that writing centers may not have much demand for 
hypertexts, since instructors will continue to assign linear, print-based assignments (pp. 17-19). 
Third, he pointed out that it would likely be difficult to find tutors with the mix of design, 
writing, and rhetorical skills needed to effectively navigate both hypertexts and traditional, print-
based texts (pp. 19-20). Finally, he argued that even if tutors need only a limited understanding 
of hypertexts to work effectively with students, writing centers may find hypertextual training to 
be less of a priority when also confronted with the many needs of “ESL students, learning-
disabled students, second-dialect students, nontraditional students, students from a variety of 
disciplines, students in first-year composition courses, graduate students, and students in 
professional writing classes” (p. 21).  
Pemberton ultimately questioned whether the writing center should be “all things to all 
people” and wondered if writing centers will spread themselves too thin in an attempt to 
accommodate too many different literacies (p. 21). "The important thing for writing center 
directors and administrators to remember,” he said, “is that they should remain attuned to 
changes in their students’ and institutions’ needs and not let apprehensions about technology 
interfere with their efforts to learn and work with the new rhetorical forms that technology brings 
about" (p. 22). However, Pemberton did not go so far as to argue against hypertexts in writing 
centers; instead, he argued that the decision to train tutors to navigate hypertexts should be 
“inflected by local needs and resources” (p. 21). Hardly a recalcitrant Luddite screaming his 
reservations on humanistic grounds, Pemberton raised important, practical questions of scale and 





Pemberton's predictions about the continued dominion of linear, print-based writing point 
to another source of skepticism for scholars: demand. Several scholars have expressed doubt 
about how much support for multimodal projects is actually wanted or needed by students. In a 
study of the writing center at Ball State University, Grouling and McKinney (2016) collected 81 
student texts from 214 appointments and analyzed them to see whether they were multimodal, 
and whether multimodal texts were used in the creation of the student texts. They also asked all 
214 students whether they were working on multimodal texts. They borrowed Tracey Bowen and 
Carly Whithaus’ definition of multimodality (2013) as “designing and composing beyond written 
words” (Bowen and Whithaus, 7; Grouling and McKinney, 58). Using this definition of “more 
than words,” Grouling and McKinney developed four coding categories to indicate degrees of 
multimodality: Of the 81 student texts they collected, none were in the category of having more 
than two modes. Eight texts included two modes. Another eight included bulleted lists, and 
another eight had text-based tables or lines. Even with this inclusive definition of multimodality 
where bulleted lists, tables, and lines were included as modes, 57 of the 81 (70.4%) were strictly 
monomodal. For the eight texts in the clear “multimodal category” with two modes, all had text 
plus a visual element, with five including a chart or graph and three including an image or 
photograph. There were no audio, video, or animation projects (pp. 58-59). Regardless of what 
counted exactly as multimodal, Grouling and McKinney found that only about 10% of texts 
during their collection weeks were multimodal (p. 65). This data raises the question of how much 
exigence there is for a traditional writing center to evolve to address multiliteracies. 
To further compound the question of demand, students in Grouling and McKinney’s 
study less frequently described their work as multimodal than the researchers. Of the 637 





texts were multimodal. Another 23% said they weren’t sure, and the rest (71%) said they were 
not. For the 81 student texts they collected, the results were similar. Furthermore, of the few 
students who did identify texts as multimodal, Grouling and McKinney disagreed with the 
students’ assessments in all but one case. There was a higher agreement rate for texts that 
students described as not multimodal (p. 60). Students were not sure what counted as 
“multimodal,” but they were able to determine what did not count as multimodal. Grouling and 
McKinney noted that they were surprised by the results considering that Ball State University’s 
first-year composition program had required multimodal compositions since 2006 (p. 62). Based 
on Grouling and McKinney’s results, students generally lacked the vocabulary to describe 
multimodal composition as such, and the actual number of multimodal texts they were bringing 
to the writing center was a small percentage of student texts. These data points suggested that 
any multimodal texts brought to the Writing Center would be, at least at first, a small percentage 
of all student projects brought to the Center—and that students may not even name multimodal 
texts as such. 
Looking beyond this one case study to the broader picture, while an increasing number of 
writing centers appear to be helping students with multimodal texts, multimodal texts as a 
percentage of total appointments appear to be small. The questionable demand for multiliteracy 
support has created a backdrop of skepticism that scholars have been mindful of. In a 2011 
survey that Clint Gardner (2012) sent to WCenter, a professional listserv started in 2000 for 
writing center administrators with approximately 3600 current members, 46.15% of respondents 
said they responded to multimodal documents in their writing centers. Megan Roe surveyed the 
same listserv two years later and found that 70% of respondents reported responding to 





accounted for only 5 to 15 % of tutorials (p. 182). While Roe herself did not voice skepticism 
and focused on the increased number of multimodal projects in writing centers, the percentage of 
overall tutorials was small enough to invite skepticism about the idea of overhauling a writing 
center to address multiliteracies.  
Grouling and McKinney as well as Roe advocated for increased multimodal support in 
writing centers despite the backdrop of skepticism about demand. For Grouling and McKinney, 
the low 10% usage number was not a reason to stop offering multimodal support given their 
belief “that college should be a place where students practice the sort of communication that 
students will enact after college in their professional, civic, personal, and academic writing, and 
those communications will likely be multimodal” (p. 65). Roe surveyed six multiliteracy center 
directors—Valerie Balester, Sohui Lee, Naomi Silver, Jackie Grutsch McKinney, Karla 
Kitalong, and Clint Gardner—who described slow growth in their multiliteracy centers but 
nonetheless argued for increased preparation and support for multiliteracies. In her broader 
survey of writing center administrators, Roe found that 95% of respondents indicated that 
offering support for multimodal compositions was at least “somewhat important” (p. 180). Roe 
pointed out, “Even if writing center administrators are not currently encountering multimodal 
projects in their centers, the demand for these services may already exist on campus” (p. 183). 
Students may not associate a writing center with multimodal projects or consider it as an option 
for support. Furthermore, students may not be accustomed to seeking out feedback on 
multimodal projects in the same way that some are accustomed to seeking out feedback on 
traditional writing projects.  
The exact picture of demand for feedback on multimodal projects in writing centers 





centers—Roe gives a disclaimer that neither she nor Gardner have said these surveys are 
representative—and it is possible that writing centers in general would have even lower 
percentages of multimodal usage, since those administrators with an interest in multimodality 
may have been more likely to respond to the survey. While Grouling and McKinney, Gardner, 
and Roe ultimately argued for addressing multiliteracies in a writing center, the limited demand 
for multiliteracy support presented an important contextual backdrop of skepticism for their work 
and tempered the less restrained enthusiasm of other multiliteracy center scholars in the 
conversation. 
Nancy Grimm (2012) raised a different kind of concern around the shift of writing 
centers to multiliteracy centers: the necessity or lack thereof of rebranding. Grimm explored the 
implications of changing the name of a writing center to something that reflects multiliteracies. 
She wrote from the perspective of an institution that did opt to shift from “writing center” to 
“multiliteracies center.” While the staff of the Michigan Tech Multiliteracies Center advocated 
for the change, higher administrators resisted in ways that Grimm viewed as avoiding 
institutional change and preserving the “restricted project” of literacy education and its 
traditional, alphabetic notions of literacy. Grimm reported that administrators raised concerns 
about mission creep and the writing center fulfilling its service mission. They were also 
concerned that the term multiliteracy center would confuse students, employ a word that “didn’t 
exist,” and place writing centers out of sync with other state universities. Grimm expressed her 
own concerns, namely that the term “multiliteracy” reduces the concept to multimodality and 
minimizes the issues of access, difference, and power that were built into the New London 
Group’s original use of the term to examine literacy education in terms of disparities in 





concerns point to the innovative nature and intellectual fertility of writing center work, and she 
ultimately “took the plunge” to rename her center. Still, she raised important concerns over the 
administrative response to writing centers transitioning to multiliteracy centers as well as 
unintended implications of rebranding a writing center (pp. 4-5). 
Jackie Grutsch McKinney (2012) raised similar questions when she detailed her own 
decision-making process around a prospective name change. At her center at Ball State 
University, the administrators opted to help students with multiliteracies but have continued 
calling the center a “writing center.” While the term “writing center” is “inelastic” to McKinney 
and, in her view, may fail to signal to students that the center could offer multimodal support, 
McKinney was wary of adopting “multiliteracy center” because of how the name change would 
have signaled a break from tradition. For McKinney, losing the cachet and recognizability of 
“writing center” risked losing some of the relevance and impact of writing centers (pp. 3-4). 
Another source of skepticism in the literature about multiliteracy centers is the way that 
an emphasis on multiliteracies often has included multimodal composition but stopped short of 
including multilingual writers. As Karla Kitalong and Abraham Romney (2015) put it, "The 
multiliteracies turn in writing center studies has tended to focus on multimodal literacy in a 
digital age, neglecting multilingualism as an original component of the concept" (p. 10). The 
New London Group’s original conception of multiliteracies, later echoed by Trimbur, 
emphasized multilingualism as a component of multiliteracies and raised the concern that failing 
to include multilingualism in a multiliteracy model limits access for students. For this reason, 
Romney and Kitalong advocated for tutor training that includes an emphasis on both 
multimodality and multilingualism (pp. 24-25). By multilingualism, Romney and Kitalong seem 





English, rather than providing services in other languages. Their viewpoint represented a broader 
concern that the multiliteracy center model has not been expansive or inclusive enough. 
Joy Bancroft (2016) raised another access-related concern when she pointed out that few 
multiliteracy-related publications have addressed the impact of the digital divide on multiliteracy 
centers. While multiliteracy center publications have focused on how to respond to “complex 
multimodal projects,” few have addressed disparities in basic digital literacy among students. 
Bancroft pointed out that students from underserved populations often lack experience and basic 
skills with digital tools and that this impacts their ability to succeed. Multiliteracy centers, 
Bancroft argued, need to offer digital literacy help at a variety of levels for students, including at 
the level of basic digital literacy instruction. Bancroft’s work raised the concern that in the rush 
to support multiliteracies, writing centers have overlooked how multiliteracy support might 
require additional considerations of class and social inequality among students. 
 The perspectives of Pemberton et al. provided a counterbalance or at least some 
qualification to the field’s exuberance about multiliteracies. While all of the scholars outlined 
above, aside from Pemberton, argued for increased support for multiliteracies in writing centers, 
the issues of feasibility, demand, training, branding and recognition, multilingualism, and access 
they raised and responded to explain why writing centers might have reservations about shifting 
to a multiliteracy center model. The reservations expressed in the scholarship about 
multiliteracies led me to investigate a multiliteracy support model that would not necessitate a 
complete transformation of our services. Because questions concerning demand, feasibility, and 






Beyond Enthusiasm and Doubt 
More recent literature on multiliteracies has moved beyond the “should” to focus on the 
“how” of building a multiliteracy center, and the “how” explorations in the literature have 
framed an important sub-question of this study: Could tutors be effective with a minimal amount 
of multiliteracy-specific training? 
Much of the scholarly focus has been on tutor training and how writing centers can 
retrain their staff to work with students on multimedia projects. In her survey of multiliteracy 
center directors, Roe (2017) found that 49% identified tutor training as the biggest challenge. 
Roe's respondents suggested that training tutors to respond productively to multimodal projects 
is challenging when tutors feel overwhelmed. Still, Roe’s research suggested that these 
challenges can be overcome by exposing tutors to scholarship on multiliteracy and by having 
them compose multimodal compositions themselves (pp. 186-87). 
McKinney (2009) also has argued for a shift in tutor training and pedagogy. She argued 
that tutors need to adapt how they read student texts from the linear reading aloud technique of 
print-based texts to a “talking aloud technique” where tutors talk through their observations as 
they navigate texts non-linearly or hypertextually (p. 353). McKinney also suggested that tutors 
need to be retrained in talking about student texts, particularly in negotiating higher-order vs. 
lower-order concerns and in discussing the interactivity of multiple modes (rather than just 
print). She offered some vocabulary for commenting on new media texts and provided an 
illustration of how a text could be discussed with that terminology.  
Sohui Lee (2012) provided another perspective on how writing centers can retrain their 
staff to address multiliteracies. Lee highlighted the importance of consultants engaging in the 
“situated practice” of multimodal texts and learning from composing multimodal texts (p. 6). 





“involves approaching visual design as a critical extension of the composition process” (p. 27). 
Lee cautioned that visual design should not be seen as inferior to other aspects of composition: 
“Alongside rhetorical considerations of audience, purpose, and media,” she said, “I propose that 
multimodal composers study their design approach, reflect on the dimensional affordances of 
media, and then choose relevant design principles" (p. 27). For writing centers, this means 
equipping tutors with the ability to talk to students about the visual design components of a 
writing project in addition to the rhetorical components. Lee used the acronym D-M-V (design 
approach, media, visual design) to capture this point of emphasis (p. 39). I wanted to see if 
acquiring more of this sort of design vocabulary as Lee suggests would be a recommendation 
forwarded by coaches participating in my study. Likewise, with the respective recommendations 
of Roe and McKinney in mind, I wanted to know if coaches in the study would seek more 
exposure to multiliteracy scholarship and more discussion about adapting their existing writing 
center skills as suggestions for additional training. The literature encouraged me to see what 
other feasible training adaptations such as those proposed by Roe, McKinney, and Lee that a 
traditional writing center could make with minimal investment in change.  
Training is only one area in which scholars have debated the “how” of adjusting writing 
center paradigms to address multiliteracies. As the literature on multiliteracy centers has 
continued to grow, writing center scholars have continued to explore how conceptual 
frameworks from inside and outside composition studies can help inform multiliteracy center 
theory and practice. Just as Lee brought the concept of situated design into scholarship about 
multiliteracy centers, other recent scholarship has similarly brought new theoretical frameworks 
to the conversation about multiliteracies. Russell Carpenter (2014) used the innovation of Silicon 





serve as “creative multimodal spaces” and “sites of innovation” (pp. 56-59). Benjamin Lauren 
(2016) mapped the idea of refactoring from computer programming onto multiliteracy centers. 
Refactoring in computer science refers to a process of cleaning up messy computer code, and 
Lauren suggested that this process is a useful way to think about assessment in multiliteracy 
centers. David Sheridan (2016) used the concepts of distribution and emergence from systems 
theory to explain composing practices in two case studies of a multiliteracy center. Kara Poe 
Alexander, Michael-John DePalma, and Jeffrey Ringer (2016) borrowed the concept of adaptive 
remediation from transfer theory to explore how multiliteracy center consultants can serve as 
“handlers of transfer” to “help students transfer composing knowledge from one medium to 
another” (p. 33).  
These focused and very different attempts to map external frameworks onto 
multiliteracies reflect a gradual transition in the field from skepticism to acceptance and a focus 
on the “How?” more than the “Should?” As the theory surrounding multiliteracies has evolved 
and become both more complex and varied, I was motivated to take a step back and ask a more 
basic question: How well could a writing center address multiliteracies without radical 
transformation or new conceptual frameworks? The progression of the literature beyond “Should 
we?” to “How could we?” helped me see that what was missing is a data-driven exploration of a 
minimalist approach to multiliteracies. That gap, combined with a need for perspective on online 
forms of support for multiliteracies, represents this study’s niche.  
Enthusiasm, Doubt, and Online Tutoring 
 Like the history of scholarship about multiliteracy centers, the history of scholarship 
about online tutoring has also been marked by competing narratives of technological resistance 
and endorsement. In this section, I will describe these competing enthusiastic and anxious 





a missed opportunity for addressing multiliteracies. In what follows, I will discuss the relevant 
literature and explain how it framed my study. 
Doubts about Online Tutoring 
If the multiliteracy center scholarship was a chorus of exuberance with a few notable 
soloists singing their doubts, doubt has always been a powerful tune in the history of scholarship 
about online tutoring. As we will see, asynchronous online tutoring in particular has been met 
with skepticism by the writing center community. What I perceived as unfounded anxiety about 
asynchronous online tutoring in the literature led me to focus my study on whether asynchronous 
online coaching could actually be a particularly promising platform for a minimalist approach to 
multiliteracies. 
Since their inception in the 1990s, Online Writing Labs (OWLs) have sparked debate as 
they have grown in number and variety. In their 2006 state-of-the-union assessment of online 
tutoring in writing centers, Stephen Neaderhiser and Joanna Wolfe captured the field’s 
ambivalence about online tutoring with their title, “Between Technological Endorsement and 
Resistance: The State of Online Writing Centers.” In Neaderhiser and Wolfe’s study, they 
reported on online tutoring using data from an ongoing Writing Center Research Project survey 
from 2001-2006, data that represented 266 institutions who reported having an online tutoring 
service. Neaderhiser and Wolfe’s research made it clear that while writing centers scholars have 
historically resisted online tutoring, many writing centers have adopted online tutoring in a 
widespread way over time. 
Despite the field’s suspicions about asynchronous online tutoring that I will describe in 
what follows, the great majority of the institutions in Neaderhiser and Wolfe’s 2006 study had 
asynchronous online tutoring services, with approximately 90% reporting using an asynchronous 





less than 0.5% having other synchronous technologies (p. 61). While asynchronous email 
tutoring was the predominant form of online tutoring, the survey indicated that institutions were 
more likely to have innovative approaches to sharing content on their websites—what 
Neaderhiser and Wolfe call “advanced websites”—than they were to have online tutoring 
services that were not email or text-chat based (pp. 62-63). Research institutions, they found, 
were the most likely to experiment with new technologies overall (pp. 63-64). While 
synchronous technologies, as we will also see later in this chapter, have received more 
enthusiastic treatment in the scholarship than asynchronous technologies, asynchronous 
technologies were found to be more widely implemented in writing centers. 
Neaderhiser and Wolfe expressed a preference for synchronous tutoring by voicing the 
common concern that asynchronous models lack the dialogic nature of in-person tutoring. 
Reflecting on the overall state of OWLs, including the minute number of institutions 
experimenting with synchronous tutoring methods, they concluded that writing centers “have a 
long way to go to meet the ideal of the collaborative Burkean parlor”5 (p. 69). The primary 
obstacles to experimenting with online tutoring technologies, they suggested, are scheduling 
issues, disillusionment with synchronous text-based chat, and minimal student participation or 
interest in online services. 
Asynchronous models have faced sharp criticism since their inception as email services 
where tutors could email feedback to students outside the bounds of the physical writing center. 
Joanna Castner (2000) captured this sentiment well with her essay entitled “The Asynchronous, 
Online Writing Session: A Two-Way Stab in the Dark?” Castner wondered if email sessions 
 
                                                
5 Andrea Lunsford used the term “Burkean parlor” to refer to an ideal writing center that values conversation and 
collaboration. While the “Garret” writing center conceives of the student as an isolated genius in a tower, and while 
the “Storehouse” writing center simply doles out resources for problems, the Burkean parlor is a true collaboration 





without dialogue “may not be pedagogically sound” and actually work against students’ 
understanding of assignments and consultants’ responses (p. 124). She argued that if even 
technology supported an online pedagogy grounded in theory, practical contexts may interfere 
with the execution, and the risk of misunderstanding between tutor and student may become 
heightened. While in-person writing center sessions have always relied on dialogue between 
tutor and student, the physical and temporal barriers inherent in an asynchronous exchange 
represented a shift that Castner questioned. 
Lisa Eastmond Bell (2006) also compared the rhetorical differences between 
asynchronous online and face-to-face tutoring and voiced some concerns about online tutoring 
that recurred throughout writing center scholarship. Bell described how her attempts to institute 
an asynchronous online tutoring service in her Writing Center were dissatisfying, leading her to 
shut down the OWL temporarily after just a few weeks until she found a better format. Based on 
the service’s initial failure, Bell noted the many logistical issues that go along with online 
tutoring, particularly the challenge of responding to a high volume of submissions with limited 
time and resources. In addition, Bell found the asynchronous format to lack the “dialectical 
engagement” of face-to-face tutoring that allows for “exchange, clarification, justification, and 
meaning making” to happen between tutor and student (p. 328). Without this dialectical 
exchange that relies on the live presence of the writer, online sessions, Bell argued, often become 
text-focused and lead to student misinterpretations of tutors’ feedback as directive and instructor-
like. This for Bell promoted the often-resisted idea that the writing center is a “fix-it shop” where 
students can drop off their work for correction without becoming active participants in the 
learning process. Beyond the problems of authorial presence and misunderstandings of tutor and 





online tutoring, which consumes time and resources. Bell saw potential for online tutoring but 
was skeptical of an asynchronous online approach based on her initial experience with it. 
Justin Jackson (2000) was another voice who saw potential in online tutoring but 
expressed concern, worrying that online tutoring risked “the unpleasant fate of becoming a 
‘glamorized grammar Hotline.’” For Jackson, the ability for tutors to ask questions and share 
information via hyperlinks, along with writers’ ability to ask questions of themselves and self-
critique, are accentuated online and provide a “unique flavor not experienced in a face-to-face 
setting.” Moreover, Jackson felt that online tutoring “can in fact appropriate many of the same 
gestures f2f tutorials employ when engaging writers” and even saw “distinct advantages” to 
online tutoring. Still, Jackson felt that online tutorials cannot replace face-to-face tutorials, and 
he believed that “it would be dangerously naive to believe so.” Jackson worried that when 
tutoring online, “all one is left with is the writing and not the writer”—which he described as 
“the most frightening prospect of the online tutorial” (pp. 2-3). Like other scholars who have 
expressed concern about online tutoring as a fix-it shop, in pointing to a focus on the paper, not 
the person, Jackson added another concern that OWLs fall short of Stephen North’s ideals 
expressed in “The Idea of a Writing Center.” Jackson’s language of “unpleasant fate,” 
“frightening,” and “dangerously naive” reflect the field’s fears about online tutoring. 
Lee Ann Breuch (2005) also pointed out the ways in which the typically imagined 
concept of an online writing center have failed to the field’s idealized conception of face-to-face 
tutoring. Breuch pointed out that the dominant conceptual model that OWL users have brought 
to the table has been the dialogic, collaborative Burkean parlor that Andrea Lunsford used as a 
model for face-to-face tutoring. Breuch argued that this model has been difficult to translate to 





enables the collaboratively negotiated meaning that the term implies. Because of the frustrations 
associated with translating the pedagogy to online spaces, Breuch questioned whether the 
Burkean parlor or the idea of face-to-face tutoring more generally are strong conceptual models 
for online tutoring. Instead, Breuch argued that online tutoring requires a simpler, more concrete 
model such as “studio,” “cafe,” or “garden” to “help users understand how to interact with the 
website” (p. 22). Breuch wanted to retain the conversation and collaboration of the parlor and not 
deviate too far from it, but also to find a metaphor that signals something distinct from face-to-
face tutoring, something that suggests “community, interaction, and exchange of writing” in 
unique ways (p. 36). For Breuch, it was not that online tutoring is a failed enterprise, but rather 
that writing centers need a new conceptual model to help users “locate” the services and 
experiences that are particular to OWLs. While Breuch attempted to see online tutoring in a 
positive light as a distinct service with distinct possibilities, her work responded to a general 
sense of limitation or even failure surrounding OWLS and an anxiety that OWLs could not 
match the impact of in-person tutoring. 
Russell Carpenter (2008) offered another balanced assessment of the risks and virtues of 
OWLs. On one hand, Carpenter suggested that OWLs, since they are inexpensive and do not 
require a physical space, may be an “optimal solution” for writing centers that are encountering 
space issues as they continue to grow and as demand increases. Carpenter noted that 
technologies and virtual spaces in writing centers “hold great promise” for addressing space 
issues and present other opportunities, such as the ability to share information like handouts 
efficiently to wide audiences (p. 3). Carpenter also presented virtual spaces as providing cost-
effective ways to expand services. On the other hand, Carpenter shared Breuch’s concerns about 





challenges” (p. 2). Carpenter, similar to Breuch, argued that online writing centers should try to 
create the coffee shop aura that characterizes the physical writing center. He said that tutors need 
to recreate the “feeling of warmth, comfort, and intellectual engagement” that characterizes in-
person sessions. Since physical bodies are not present online, however, this presents a challenge, 
because the way we “look, talk, and move” is an important part of our identity. Consultants, 
therefore, must be aware of “the lack of interpersonal cues that may inhibit online exchanges” (p. 
3). Carpenter also noted that the “inviting ambiance and personality [of writing centers] do not 
always come across in virtual spaces” and wondered how to make virtual spaces that rely on text 
more “inviting and engaging” (pp. 1-4). These concerns about atmosphere, personalization, and 
engagement again reflect the field’s concerns about what is lost in an online tutorial. 
Jessie Kavadlo (2013) provided a similarly mixed but somewhat optimistic review of 
OWLs when she described herself as a “cautious convert” after initially sharing the skepticism 
found in the literature (p. 6). Kavadlo highlighted several “dangers” of online tutoring, including 
the risks that process would be deemphasized in online tutoring, that the submit-and-respond 
format may make it difficult for students to see tutors as allies, and that tutors may provide 
directive feedback or resort to editing for students. She also noted that the permanence of online 
responses precludes the “unrecorded, plausible deniability of the face to face session,” which 
means that tutors must be “especially vigilant” about what they write (p. 1). Kavadlo added that 
writing centers may be skeptical about their ability to train tutors to work online and that “tutors 
may worry that face to face professionalism and cordiality no longer apply” in online sessions (p. 
2). In raising these concerns, Kavadlo was citing what she calls the “history of doubt” 
surrounding online tutoring as well as voicing her own initial skepticism (p. 1). Kavadlo, as we 





representative of a greater anxiety in the field and is evidence of such concerns persisting into the 
most recent decade. 
Concern about OWLs as not-so-Northian spaces has extended beyond asynchronous 
online tutoring to writing center websites that offer writing tips. Alan Benson (2014) critiqued 
OWL website interfaces for how their “in-betweenness” potential is limited by slick, 
professional, standardized looks (p. 11). Encountering these slick, businesslike interfaces, users, 
Bensons argued, are more like shoppers or surfers than writers (p. 12). He explained, "Rather 
than encouraging writers to take ownership of their writing, an online writing center that mimics 
popular commercial sites may facilitate passive consumption of tips and tricks—a return to the 
‘fix-it shop’ narrative the field has long resisted.” The business-like feel of writing center 
websites “interpellates” users as clients seeking the service of the dreaded fix-it shop that writing 
center scholars like Bell and Benson, following Stephen North, have so wanted to avoid. Like 
Breuch, Benson sought a different kind of conceptual model for OWLs. He argued that writing 
centers have a responsibility to control how online writing centers hail users (pp. 12-13). “Rather 
than focusing on the hows of technology—,” he elaborated, “how to build sites, how to get 
people to use them, how to present materials—writing centers have an obligation to consider the 
how of ideology: by building online writing center sites that productively resist the consumerist 
hails of the web and interpellate individuals as writers with agency over their work" (p. 23). 
Benson’s concerns about interpellation and consumerist hails joined the chorus of other scholarly 
voices suspicious about online writing center support. 
The field’s anxieties about online tutoring, and especially asynchronous online tutoring, 
provided important context for this study because the “history of doubt” surrounding OWLs has 





While the student cannot answer the coach’s questions or respond to their feedback immediately 
in an asynchronous exchange, my experience as a former writing coach was that asynchronous 
online responses could be written conversationally and spark students’ decision making in a 
similar way to synchronous or face-to-face coaching. Furthermore, asynchronous technologies 
could also represent a low-stakes investment of time for a student who may be unsure what to 
expect from the Writing Center, such as a student submitting a multiliteracy project to the 
Writing Center for the first time. This divergence between the scholarship and my experience led 
me to test whether asynchronous technologies could allow for more dialogic and Burkean parlor-
esque online exchanges than what Neaderhiser and Wolfe and others have suggested.  
Enthusiasm about Online Tutoring 
Despite the history of doubt surrounding OWLS, scholars have noted some of the 
advantages of online tutoring. In fact, some of the same scholars who expressed doubts about 
OWLs have also seen their potential and ultimately embraced them. Because of the literature’s 
positive perspectives on OWLs, I felt confident in designing a protocol to test asynchronous 
online coaching as an effective medium for multiliteracy support. 
David Coogan (1995) offered an early positive account of asynchronous email tutoring 
by describing email exchanges with a student over the course of several months and theorizing 
how email tutoring alters the tutor-student relationship. He argued that while face-to-face 
tutoring positions the tutor as a technician or teacher of process who facilitates the student’s 
ideas, email tutoring involves more of a writer-to-writer exchange in which the tutor becomes 
invested in the student’s work. He also argued that the anonymity and distance between teacher 
and student allows the student the writing space to explore and consider new ideas. Although 
Coogan did not feel ready to endorse email tutoring, he highlighted its “great potential” for 





academic writing and conferences that make it difficult for writers and tutors to relate to each 
other (pp. 179-180). 
Many scholars after Coogan echoed this focus on potential. Kavadlo, despite her 
concerns, embraced asynchronous online tutoring, because it, unlike face-to-face tutoring, 
“allows for the possibility of reflection and revision, taking advantage of the written word and 
medium.” She said that online responses are like successful student essays and “[allow] the peer 
tutor to take advantage of the skills that probably earned her the job in the first place.” These 
skills include the tutor finding a main idea in a response, just like in an essay, focusing responses 
by prioritizing, revising on the fly—what Kavadlo calls “behind-the-scenes retrospection and 
improvement”—and highlighting what the student is doing well (p.2). Kavadlo saw the medium 
of online tutoring as providing distinct opportunities for students that they do not have in face-to-
face sessions, and for that reason, embraced online tutoring after her initial skepticism. Like Bell, 
Carpenter, Breuch and others who acknowledged the risks of online tutoring, Kavadlo was also 
intrigued by the upside of online tutoring formats and excited about the opportunities they afford. 
Most optimism around OWLs has been reserved for synchronous approaches, which have 
been widely presented in the literature as an alternative to face-to-face tutoring. Both Castner and 
Bell, for instance, concluded their critiques of asynchronous OWLing with the recommendation 
that online writing centers move in the direction of synchronous technologies for online tutoring. 
Bell argued that a synchronous format with a virtual whiteboard has more potential than 
asynchronous email tutoring. Because there is more room for dialectical exchange, synchronous 
models can preserve more of the rhetorical nature of face-to-face tutoring. Bell advocated for an 
open-minded attitude toward online tutoring and notes that OWLing means “being committed to 





the possibilities for “transmitting” writing center services online are “endless” and that centers 
should adopt an attitude of experimentation and a willingness to learn and adapt. Bell was 
confident that writing centers can “preserve” the rhetorical nature of tutoring online through 
synchronous technologies. 
Joanna Wolfe and JoAnn Griffin (2012) have argued that synchronous technologies are 
preferable for online tutoring. Wolfe and Griffin conducted an empirical study that directly 
compared face-to-face tutoring with two media-rich synchronous technologies, a desktop sharing 
client (referred to as “WordShare”) and a tutor-operated tablet (“TabletPC”) that both enabled 
real-time audio. They studied eight tutoring sessions within each of the three arrangements in the 
study—face-to-face, WordShare, and TabletPC—and used quasi-experimental methods to 
analyze the data. They found no significant differences in the student satisfaction ratings for each 
method, and the three experts who assessed the instructional quality of each session rated the 
sessions similarly. While over half of the students preferred the online sessions, the consultants 
almost unanimously stated a preference for face-to-face tutoring. While the main findings of the 
study supported media-rich technologies for online tutoring, they also found that students in the 
online sessions took fewer notes in the sessions (they made direct changes to their work instead) 
and that the TabletPC condition resulted in consultants exerting more control over the sessions. 
The authors viewed the shift from notetaking to direct revision in the online tutorials as having 
mixed benefits, and they hypothesized that the consultant control in the TabletPC condition was 
a result of tutors and students having different technologies and unequal access, a dynamic that 
did not exist in the WordShare arrangement. They concluded that the synchronous technologies 
of real-time audio and screen sharing are “highly desirable” and that future research is needed to 





technology arrangements between tutor and student affect their levels of control, and what kinds 
of tutor training result in the highest quality conferences (pp. 85-86). 
Melanie Yergeau, Kathryn Wozniak, and Peter Vandenberg (2008) also theorized 
synchronous audio-visual-textual (AVT) conferencing as a near approximation of face-to-face 
tutoring and an alternative to asynchronous email tutoring. However, their review of 
synchronous tutoring was more mixed. After echoing the criticisms and limitations of 
asynchronous email tutoring in the scholarship, they argued, following Stuart Blythe, that it is 
counterproductive to embrace AVT technologies as a singular replacement because 
asynchronous technologies offer students anonymity and other features that they cannot 
experience in face-to-face or AVT conferencing. On the other hand, they argued that AVT 
technologies have their advantages, including allowing for real-time modeling, recovering some 
of the interpersonal communication of face-to-face tutoring, and promoting digital literacy. 
Yergeau, Wozniak, and Vandenberg suggested that in developing online tutoring technologies, 
writing centers should engage the processes of digital design and “mix and match various 
applications of technology and the semiotic practices they make available.” 
While Yergeau et al. offered a balanced analysis of synchronous vs. asynchronous 
tutoring formats, the story of the literature is primarily one of excitement around synchronous 
OWL formats and reservations about asynchronous formats. This preference for synchronous 
tutoring did not align with my experience first as a writing coach and then as an administrator at 
a center where an asynchronous online service has had a long history of popularity and 
effectiveness with students. As Yergeau et al. suggested, synchronous tutoring is often a closer 
approximation to face-to-face tutoring, but asynchronous tutoring has advantages over 





student on the fence about trying the Writing Center might be hesitant to invest the time and 
energy in visiting the center for an appointment, using our asynchronous online service only 
requires the amount of time needed to fill out a web form and submit a draft. Because using the 
Writing Center for a multiliteracy assignment might seem unfamiliar or unpredictable to 
students, I wondered if a low-barrier asynchronous model would be particularly appealing for 
students to try. 
Beyond Enthusiasm and Doubt 
As with scholarship about multiliteracy centers, the scholarship on online tutoring has 
begun to move past the “Should?” to the “How?” and has taken a more research-based approach 
to examining online tutoring practices. This shift to the “How?” and to data-driven research 
opened up a space for work at the nexus of RAD research, asynchronous online tutoring, and 
support for multiliteracies. 
The field has recently shifted toward more empirical approaches to research on online 
tutoring in writing centers. Beth Hewett (2006), for instance, described a small empirical study 
of tutor-student interactions during online sessions that used a synchronous whiteboard 
application. Over the course of two academic years, from 2001-2003, at a Penn State branch 
campus, Hewett studied fifty-two online sessions from twenty-three students in her first-year 
writing courses. She studied how tutors and students communicated during the sessions as well 
as how students made subsequent changes to their drafts. In studying communication during the 
session, Hewett found that while the sessions were focused on developing the students’ ideas or 
on tasks like revising a thesis statement, over half of the interactions were related to orienting to 
the technology or making interpersonal connections through what she calls “connective talk” (p. 
24). In studying the student writing after the sessions, she found that although nearly two thirds 





original meaning and did not indicate significant rhetorical shifts. She noted that the study 
revealed a great deal of collaborative interaction but noted that changes in student writing were 
somewhat limited. Based on these findings, Hewett advocated for more training focused on 
helping both students and tutors orient to the conventions of synchronous whiteboard tutoring. 
On the asynchronous side, Kathryn Raign (2013) reported the results of an empirical 
study of tutor-student interactions in 14 transcripts of synchronous online tutoring sessions. 
Raign coded transcripts of the sessions for tutors’ use of linguistic “immediacy techniques” to 
create a “sense of closeness or shared purpose” between tutor and student and “avoidance 
techniques” that counteract the immediacy techniques. Immediacy techniques identified in the 
sessions included “humor, praise, personal examples, comments/questions that show willingness 
to communicate, accessible responses, and uses of ‘we’ and ‘us.’” Avoidance techniques 
included “condescending language, communication that is unresponsive, discourteous or abrupt 
communication, and exclusionary language” (pp. 1-2). She found that higher numbers of 
immediacy techniques in tutoring sessions led to higher student satisfaction scores while higher 
levels of avoidance techniques led to lower satisfaction scores. Based on these findings, she 
suggested that writing center administrators should train their tutors to use immediacy techniques 
and forego avoidance techniques. 
Chere Peguesse (2013) studied 1,164 tutor essay comments on 20 drafts in email tutoring 
sessions (p. 100). Building on Hewett’s work, Peguesse was interested in whether tutors were 
commenting directly or indirectly on students’ work and coded the online sessions to determine 
this. Peguesse agreed with Hewett in placing a value on directness in tutors’ online responses, 
noting that “Tutors, as well as instructors, often forget that students have their own time 





of the 20 drafts that tutors “wrote clear comments on students’ drafts 50% of the time” (102). 
Peguesse noted that the sample size was limited and that her assessment of the drafts did not 
account for student perspective.  
While scholars like Neaderhiser and Wolfe, Hewett, Raign, and Peguesse have moved the 
scholarship forward in taking a research-based approach to studying online tutoring in writing 
centers, more is needed in order to understand the effectiveness of the variety of synchronous 
and asynchronous tools and approaches employed by writing centers. This study offers another 
data point on the much-maligned asynchronous side of the equation. 
Gaps in the Research 
 My review of the literature revealed three research gaps that helped me shape my study. 
It became clear that the field could benefit from more empirical research at the intersection of 
writing centers, multiliteracies, and online tutoring to inform best practices. 
Gap #1: RAD Research about Writing Centers 
Dana Lynn Driscoll and Sherry Winn Perdue (2012) have led a wave of calls for more 
replicable, aggregable, and data-driven (RAD) research in writing center studies. Driscoll and 
Perdue found that between 1980 and 2009, less than 6% of articles published in the Writing 
Center Journal could be considered RAD research. Jackie Grutsch McKinney (2016), echoing 
the work of Driscoll and Purdue, has pointed out that most writing center research does not 
involve “planned inquiry with systematic data collection, analysis, and reporting” (p. xvii). Like 
Driscoll and Perdue and McKinney, other writing center scholars (e.g., Gillespie 2002; Sarah 
Liggett, Kerri Jordan, and Steve Price 2011; Kjesrud 2015) have encouraged the field to move 





Gap #2: RAD Research about Multiliteracies 
Russell Carpenter and Sohui Lee (2016) have noted the “dearth” of multiliteracy center 
scholarship in the Writing Center Journal and Writing Lab Newsletter since 2012 (p. vi). As 
Liliana Naydan (2013) has pointed out, echoing other scholars concerns about writing center 
studies more broadly, much of the scholarship on multiliteracy centers has an element of “hype” 
or “lore.” Likewise, Grouling and McKinney (2016) have argued for additional RAD research on 
multiliteracy centers, noting that they see “the future of multiliteracy/writing centers depending 
more on qualitative and quantitative studies to shape and revise practices and pedagogies” (p. 
57). While Praxis and Southern Discourse have had a comparatively larger number of articles 
focusing on multiliteracy centers, the amount of RAD research focusing on multiliteracy centers 
has been limited, even if it is growing. Most of this research appeared in Carpenter and Lee’s 
recent special issue (2016). Roe conducted a nationwide online survey of over 100 writing center 
professionals, interviewed 6 multiliteracy center administrators, and visited two newly-
established multiliteracy centers as part of her dissertation research. Grouling and McKinney 
systematically studied how often students brought multimodal projects to a writing center and 
the extent to which students identified their projects as multimodal. Using activity theory, 
Landon Berry and Brandy Dieterle (2016) video recorded sessions and conducted surveys and 
interviews to study the interactions between non-human actors such as furniture and human 
actors in a multiliteracy center. Even with these recent contributions, more RAD research about 
multiliteracy centers is needed to help the field develop evidence-based practices. 
Gap #3: RAD Research about Online Tutoring and Multiliteracies 
While writing center scholars have debated the pros and cons of both online tutoring and 
multiliteracies in writing centers, there has been little research that combines the two. David 





his tutors created multimodal, interactive writing resources for students, but Sheridan’s 
experiment did not involve one-on-one online tutoring for multiliteracy projects. Morgan 
Gresham (2010) described the Clemson Class of ‘41 Studio for Student Communication’s 
initiative to create four different forms of online support for multiliteracies, but these promising 
forms of online support remained in the prototype phase (p. 52). There has not been much 
research on multiliteracies and online tutoring, and there has been even less RAD research on 
multiliteracies and online tutoring. To my knowledge, Alaina Feitenberger Beaver’s (2016) 
dissertation on a synchronous online tutoring hub for multimodal compositions has been the only 
study to combine online tutoring and multiliteracies in a writing center context using a RAD 
approach. Beaver studied the interactions of two tutors and eight students who had sessions via 
Google Slides; however, Beaver focused on the multimodality of the session format, not on 
students seeking support for multimodal compositions.  
Filling the Gaps 
This project was designed to contribute to the gaps in RAD research at the intersection of 
online tutoring, multiliteracy support, and writing centers. More specifically, I aimed to build on 
Beaver’s analysis of a synchronous multiliteracy center by offering a systematic examination of 
the effectiveness of an asynchronous online service for multiliteracy projects. While the field has 
produced work on asynchronous online tutoring and multiliteracies as distinct topics, this project 
represents the first attempt, to my knowledge, to systematically study how an asynchronous 
online service works for tutoring students with multiliteracy projects specifically. While writing 
center scholars have trended toward advocating for all-in-one multiliteracy programs and 
synchronous online tutoring formats, minimalist approaches to multiliteracy support and 
asynchronous online tutoring models have been overlooked with minimal empirical evidence. 





missed opportunity for writing centers to leverage existing resources at a low cost. My project 
was designed to explore this opportunity by providing one data point on the effectiveness of a 





CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH METHODS AND CONTEXT 
As I described in my review of the literature, the varyingly optimistic and anxious history 
of scholarship about multiliteracy centers and online tutoring has helped to explain why 
multiliteracies and online tutoring have not been universally adopted or claimed by writing 
centers and why there was a particular need for research on online support for multiliteracies. At 
the same time, writing center scholars have repeatedly called for more RAD (replicable, 
aggregable, and data-driven) research. While recent writing center scholarship has begun to offer 
more systematic attempts at data collection, there has been minimal scholarship about 
multiliteracy centers that has taken a research-driven approach—and almost no RAD research on 
online coaching and multiliteracy projects. 
Research Questions 
My study attempted to fill these gaps by answering the following primary research 
questions: 
● How effectively could a traditional writing center address multiliteracies without having 
to radically transform into a multiliteracy center? 
● How effective could an asynchronous online format be for coaching multiliteracies in a 
minimalist way? 
Put together, the guiding research question for this study was: 
● How effective could a minimalist, asynchronous online approach be for coaching 
multiliteracies in a traditional writing center? 





1. How satisfied could students be with multiliteracy support in an asynchronous format 
from coaches with general writing center training but limited multiliteracy-specific 
training? 
2. How comfortable could coaches be enacting a minimalist, asynchronous online service 
for multiliteracies with limited training? 
3. How much demand for asynchronous online multiliteracy support would there even be in 
a traditional writing center? 
Research Methods 
To answer these research questions, I conducted a mixed-methods study in the 2016–17 
academic year of students at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill who submitted 
multiliteracy projects to the Writing Center’s online coaching service, the Writing Center 
coaches who wrote online responses to the students, and the course instructors who taught the 
students. I chose a mixed-methods approach with collection of quantitative and qualitative data 
through surveys and interviews to allow me to understand participants’ use of the service both 
through concrete numbers and their subjective experiences. 
After obtaining IRB approval in the Fall 2015 semester, I conducted a pilot study in the 
Spring 2016 semester that focused on multiliteracies and face-to-face coaching. This pilot 
resulted in minimal use of the Writing Center for multiliteracy projects. After the Spring 2016 
semester, I submitted an IRB modification to focus on online coaching for the revised study in 
the Fall 2016 and Spring 2017 semesters. After gaining approval for this modification, I adjusted 
the Writing Center’s online coaching software application to accommodate multiliteracy 
projects, provided one hour of multiliteracy-focused training to our writing coaches at a staff 
meeting, and visited 41 English composition courses to inform students about the study and 





and quantitative survey and interview data from the students who submitted multiliteracy 
projects, their writing coaches, and their course instructors. I also surveyed and interviewed 
students who chose not to use the online service for multiliteracy projects. All interviews 
followed a semi-structured format and were transcribed manually. All qualitative survey and 
interview data was analyzed and coded using MAXQDA qualitative analysis software. Other 
study data consisted of the submission forms that students completed when they requested online 
feedback, the students’ multiliteracy projects, and the writing coaches’ written responses to the 
study. 
Procedures 
I will now describe the procedures for the revised, full study of online coaching in the 
2016–17 academic year. 
Adjusting the Online Coach to accommodate multiliteracy submissions.  The Writing 
Center’s asynchronous online service makes use of a custom software application built in the late 
1990s that allows students to submit drafts and receive feedback via a web interface. The usual 
process for submitting a draft is that a student completes a web form that provides context about 
their assignment, goals, and progress. As part of the submission process, the student uploads a 
draft of their project or a link to its location online. The draft and submission form go into a work 
queue in the software application, and one of the writing coaches responds. Responses take the 
form of a letter in which the coach offers feedback as a reader, asks questions, and shares 
strategies and resources directly relevant to the questions and concerns the student expressed in 
the submission form. As in an in-person coaching session, the coach does not write on the 
student’s paper; the coach may print a draft for ease of reading but does not alter or make 
comments within the electronic copy. Instead, the coach’s feedback letter is composed in a 





student to return to the website and view the feedback. There is no further follow-up. Students 
can choose to resubmit a draft if they want additional comments, likely from a different coach, or 
they can schedule an in-person appointment.  
In preparation for the full version of the study that occurred in the 2016–17 academic 
year, the online system was altered in July 2016 to enable students to upload multimodal 
compositions in various file formats or to share a link to a project. While the online system only 
previously accepted document files, the University developer who manages the system enabled 
image, audio, video, PDF, and other file types to be submitted. Since the storage of large files 
was an immediate concern with multimodal compositions, files sizes were capped at 500 MB, 
and a field was included for students to share links to files hosted on YouTube, Vimeo, Google 
Drive, etc. I created a WordPress page in the form with instructions for submitting multimodal 
compositions. A screenshot of these instructions can be found in Appendix 1. A separate, 
customized student submission form was also created with language that was more inclusive of 
multiliteracy projects (e.g., referring to student “projects” instead of “papers”). When students 
logged onto the online system, they were given the choice of submitting a written draft or a 
“multimedia draft.” For student-facing materials, I opted to use the term “multimedia” instead of 
“multimodal” or “digital” because I thought it would be most recognizable to students.  A copy 
of the regular submission form and the form used for multiliteracy projects can also be found in 
Appendix 1. Aside from these changes, the online form, software system, and process for 
responding to a draft all were identical to the standard form, system, and process described above 
that the Writing Center regularly uses for asynchronous online coaching. 
Recruiting participants.  In August of 2016, I emailed the English Writing Program 





their classes to allow me to visit their classes to inform students about my research and to invite 
to them to use the Online Coach for multiliteracy projects. I began visiting English classes in 
September 2016 and visited 41 classes during the Fall 2016 and Spring 2017 semesters. I decided 
to visit classes approximately 7–10 days (when possible) before the due date of their first 
multiliteracy project. That way, I would inform students about the resource close enough to the 
due date for there to be exigence but far enough out that students would have time to submit to 
the online service, receive feedback, and revise. 
Training the coaching staff.  As I began to visit classes, I prepared the coaching staff for 
online submissions of multiliteracy projects. The coaches received an amount of multiliteracy-
related training and professional development similar to what we regularly offer for most other 
writing center topics of special interest like ADHD and learning differences, writing anxiety, 
body language, etc. That training came in the form of one designated staff meeting at the 
beginning of September 2016 as well as ongoing informal conversation throughout the year.  
At the staff meeting training, coaches watched, listened to, and clicked through three 
multimodal projects—a video, a podcast, and a website—that were accompanied by hypothetical 
student concerns. They then discussed in small groups how they might adapt their existing 
coaching skills to working with these students. This fed into a broader conversation about 
working with students who bring in multimodal compositions. The staff meeting did not focus on 
online coaching specifically, but rather on how our pedagogy might transfer to multimodal 
compositions in a more general way. An outline of this staff meeting can be found in Appendix 
2. 
While I sought to limit the amount of extra, multiliteracy-specific training that coaches 





opportunities for reflection by completing surveys and interviews for the study. These 
opportunities for additional reflection could be considered a form of training, but ongoing 
reflection is a standard practice for our coaching staff; the surveys and interviews represented a 
different format of reflection. Likewise, devoting a staff meeting to a particular facet of our 
service is a standard practice, as is informal conversation with coaches about their coaching.  
Coaches did not receive additional training beyond the staff meeting and ongoing 
reflection. I did not specially train particular coaches to focus on multiliteracy projects. I did not 
offer technical skill development workshops. I did not hold additional staff meetings about 
responding to each type of media—film, audio, websites, etc. Instead, I asked the coaches to 
simply adapt their existing online coaching skill set to address multiliteracy submissions. 
Responding to student online submissions. Students who agreed to participate in the 
research and try the Online Coach for feedback on multiliteracy projects submitted drafts 
throughout the 2016–17 academic year. 112 students submitted multiliteracy projects, and 110 
received feedback. The genres and modalities of student submissions varied. Examples of 
projects from courses that participated included coding “Choose Your Own Adventure”-style 
games in Twine, creating posters for a sociolinguistics conference, and making brochures for 
organizations focused on social problems.  
Throughout the study, I made as few changes to the online coaching process as possible 
in order to explore how well our standard pedagogical approach would work for students 
engaged in multiliteracy projects. When students submitted a draft of a multiliteracy assignment 
to the Online Coach, they also filled out a submission form that asked for context about their 
assignments and what they wanted feedback on. The coaches wrote responses to the students in 





submission process in greater detail in the “Context” section, but the students who submitted 
multiliteracy projects for the study had roughly the same experience as those who normally 
submit print projects. They filled out the same submission form with only minor differences in 
wording to accommodate multiliteracy projects, and they received written, letter-style comments 
in the same way they would for print submissions. The coaches responded in the same 45-minute 
session blocks that they normally would, and I asked them to take the same pedagogical 
approach, focusing on asking questions, sharing resources and strategies, and responding as 
readers (or watchers, listeners, or users), focusing on the concerns students expressed in their 
submission forms.  
Surveys. After students who submitted drafts of multiliteracy projects received online 
responses, I emailed the students 1-3 days after they received a response to invite them to take a 
survey about their experiences. Coaches were also invited to take surveys shortly after each 
multiliteracy-related online session. Instructors were invited to complete surveys at the end of the 
semester, as were students who opted not to the use the service for a multiliteracy project. The 
Qualtrics survey tool was used for all surveys. 
The surveys were wide-ranging and asked students, coaches, and instructors a variety of 
questions about their experiences with the online coach and multiliteracies. Students who 
submitted drafts were invited to share their satisfaction levels with the responses they received, 
to identify and explain what was most helpful and unhelpful, and to describe what types of 
revisions they made or intended to make based on the feedback. Students who did not submit 
drafts were asked to elaborate on why and what resources they opted to use for their multimodal 
compositions. The writing coaches were asked to rate their effectiveness, to identify the parts of 





needed to help students with multimodal compositions. Course instructors were asked to 
elaborate on their course design goals and processes and to give their impressions of the writing 
center based on what they heard from students and saw in their work. All three groups were 
asked about their views about multiliteracies in the college curriculum and their histories with 
multiliteracies as students and/or as teachers. All three groups were also asked several questions 
inviting them to explain what skills, knowledge, and abilities they had imported from other 
contexts to help them compose, coach, or teach in contexts with multiliteracy projects. All of the 
surveys can be found in Appendices 3-6. 
Interviews. All students, coaches, and course instructors who completed surveys were 
asked if they would be willing to participate in a 15–30 minute follow-up interview. Interviews 
were designed to follow up on the surveys and were conducted in a semi-structured way; I 
started with a list of questions about the students’ and coaches’ experiences with their online 
sessions, and I asked follow-up questions as ideas and themes emerged. I also doubled back to 
comments and questions I had from reading their surveys. At the beginning of each interview, I 
asked both the students and the coaches to color code the online response that the coach wrote to 
indicate which parts they perceived as more or less helpful. The interview questions that I used 
can be found in Appendix 7. 
Study incentives. To encourage participation, all three groups of participants who 
completed surveys were entered into $20 Amazon gift card drawings, with five gift cards 
awarded to each group of participants. Students who participated in an interview were given a $5 
Amazon gift card after their interview. 
Data collected. In sum, 112 students (including some repeat users) submitted projects, 





were conducted. 16 different coaches completed 75 surveys, and 22 coach interviews were 
conducted. 16 instructors completed surveys, and 5 completed interviews. A total of 98 students 
completed the follow-up survey at the end of the semester. Combined, 266 participants 
completed surveys, and 37 interviews were conducted. The following table summarizes all of the 
study data collected and analyzed during the 2016–17 academic year: 
Table 2.1. Study Data Collected 
Type of data 
Student online submission forms 
Student multiliteracy projects 





Total online coaching texts 334 
Student submitter surveys 77 
Student non-submitter surveys 98 
Coach surveys 75 
Instructor surveys 16 
Total participant surveys 266 
Student interviews  11 
Coach interviews 21 
Instructor interviews 5 
Total participant interviews 37 
 
Transcription and data analysis. All interviews were transcribed manually and 
imported into MAXQDA software along with all survey data for qualitative data analysis. I used 
a two-pass coding technique with a combination of descriptive and in vivo codes. During the 
second coding cycle, I consolidated overlapping and minimally used codes to finalize the codes. 







I will now provide more details about the study’s context to better situate this research 
within the institutional particularities of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, the 
Writing Center, the Writing Program, and campus support for multimodal composition. I will 
first describe the setting, then the populations studied, and finally the initial pilot study in Spring 
2016 that led to the research methods described above. 
Study Setting 
The study took place at the Writing Center at the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill. UNC-Chapel Hill is a public, R1, doctoral-granting, four-year university with a student 
population approaching 30,000 (The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education, 
n.d.). Approximately 18,000 of those students are undergraduates (The University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, n.d.).  
The UNC Writing and Learning Center. The Writing Center, where the study took 
place, together with the Learning Center, forms one unit, the Writing and Learning Center, that is 
administratively located in the Center for Student Success and Academic Counseling within the 
Office of Undergraduate Education. The Writing Center serves writers across the University 
working in a variety of fields and genres. One-on-one support is available in both in-person and 
online formats at any stage of the writing process, and both in-person and online appointments 
are 45 minutes long and draw on an academic coaching pedagogical model. Through its various 
programs, the Writing and Learning Center served ~5,000 students approximately 18,000 times 
in 2016–17. In 2016–17, the Writing Center had 4,807 appointments total, with 1,176 of those 
happening online and 3,631 happening in person (p. 33). Including the English language 





participated over 9,000 times in Writing Center programs in 2016–17, with the Writing Center 
serving more than 13% of the undergraduate population (p.20). 
The UNC Writing Program.  Along with the Writing Center, the other primary site of 
the study was the UNC Writing Program, which is located within the Department of English and 
Comparative Literature. The Writing Program at UNC-Chapel Hill takes a writing-in-the-
disciplines approach to first-year composition. Nearly all students at UNC are required to take  
English 105, a Writing Program course in which students produce professional and academic 
writing projects in three different contexts: the natural sciences, the social sciences (or, as an 
alternative, business), and the humanities. Students also learn and analyze the rhetorical and 
stylistic conventions that govern compositions in these areas. In lieu of the standard English 105 
course, students can take a specialized English 105 “i” course in which they focus on three 
writing projects in one area: writing in the natural sciences, writing in the social sciences, writing 
in law, etc. Because all the English 105 and 105i courses focus on genre-based assignments that 
have (imagined) audiences beyond the instructor, many multimodal genres are assigned. For 
instance, students might be asked to imagine that they are podcast hosts for NPR, journalists for 
National Geographic, or documentary filmmakers in a shortdoc competition. 
 A significant proportion of multimodal composition at UNC happens within the Writing 
Program. During the study, as part of the new Carolina Digital Literacy initiative, the University 
made Adobe’s Creative Cloud software available for free to all students, faculty, and 
instructional staff. As part of this initiative, starting in Fall 2017, all first-year composition 
courses were required to include at least one digital literacy project. While this change occurred 
after the study period, many of the courses in the Writing Program were already meeting this 





Writing Program’s leading role with multimedia at UNC and the extent to which interest in 
digital literacy is growing on campus. 
Other support for multimodal composition at UNC. The Writing Center has always 
been open to supporting students with multimodal compositions, whether online or in-person, but 
historically, students rarely have used the Writing Center for that purpose. UNC students have 
had access to other established outlets that provide help for multimedia projects. The Media 
Resources Center (MRC) in the Undergraduate Library has a media lab where students can work 
on audio and video projects and get help from staff who are experienced multimodal composers 
themselves and skilled in the technical aspects of production. The Design Lab, also located in the 
Undergraduate Library, also offers consultations with highly skilled staff. The MRC focuses 
primarily on audio and video, while the Design Lab focuses on graphic design, including 
websites, presentations, posters, flyers, brochures, and other such projects. The MRC and Design 
Lab both offer extensive classroom support for courses that assign multimodal compositions. 
They provide classroom instruction about technology-related hardware and software to students 
in those courses. They also offer individual consultations to both instructors who assign 
multimodal compositions and students creating them, focusing on both the rhetorical and 
technical aspects of composition. The MRC and Design Labs staff have a great deal of expertise 
in both areas but have limited bandwidth to support students; neither unit has a peer tutoring 
program. The Writing Center’s support for multiliteracies offered during this study was designed 
to complement the MRC and Design Lab’s work with students and offer an additional resource 
with a focus on the rhetorical dimensions of writing. In an ideal arrangement, the Writing Center 
would work closely with the MRC and Design Lab to collaboratively support students; however, 





main office is on the other side of campus, creating a physical space limitation that prevented 
Writing Center staff and tutors from routinely collaborating with these campus partners.  
Populations Studied 
 I will now provide more context about the three groups of participants in this study: UNC 
Writing Center coaches, UNC undergraduate students, and their course instructors.  
Writing Center coaches. The graduate and undergraduate students who work as Writing 
Center coaches participated in the study. Graduate coaches, of whom there were 14 in Fall 2016 
and 11 in Spring 2017, are hired from across the University and are trained at the start of the 
academic year, beginning with a mandatory, intensive training week before classes begin. 
Undergraduate coaches, of whom there were 6 in Fall 2016 and 5 in Spring 2017, are required to 
take a course about academic writing and writing center theory and practice prior to applying to 
work at the writing center. Undergraduate coaches who have taken the preparation course and 
been hired are invited to participate in the graduate training week as their schedules permit and 
also have their own in-service day before the semester begins. All coaches receive ongoing 
training throughout the year in the form of weekly staff meetings and other training activities.  
During the course of the study, the Writing Center shifted terminology from “tutor” to 
“coach,” which may be reflected in some of the study materials. The shift in terminology took 
place beginning in 2016 and arose from more formalized training in academic coaching that the 
Writing and Learning Center has adopted in recent years. Many of the full-time staff in the 
Writing and Learning Center have completed trainings and certifications through the Coaches 
Training Institute, and staff from the Learning Center developed a campus-wide Coach 
Approach training designed to introduce University faculty and staff to a coaching model for 
supporting students. The coaches at the Writing Center now receive modified versions of this 





week for graduate coaches. While the Writing Center has always taken a “coach approach” to 
working with students, the coaches were previously referred to as tutors. Because of this 
transition, participants in the research project sometimes use the terms “tutor” and “coach” 
interchangeably, but both terms refer to the same role. 
Writing Program students and instructors. While I did not exclude students from 
other classes at UNC from participating in the project or seeking out support for their multimedia 
projects, the English Writing Program was the target population because of the high percentage 
of instructors and students engaged with multimedia and because of the opportunity to connect 
with another important site of writing on campus. In Roe’s study of writing center 
administrators, 81% stated that writing centers and writing programs should collaborate. As Roe 
put it, “When writing centers and writing programs jointly value multimodal composing, they 
can proactively encourage and promote multimodal writing throughout their institutions—
ultimately benefiting students, administrators, tutors, and faculty across the disciplines” (p. 180). 
This was the attitude, perspective, and approach that I took in selecting the Writing Program and 
primarily first-year composition as the primary site of my project. 
All of the students and instructors that participated in the study were from English 
courses, and the great majority were first-year composition English 105 or English 105i courses, 
with a few literature or upper-level writing courses participating. There were several reasons for 
this. The most important was that the Writing Program has a well-established history of teaching 
multiliteracy projects. Of the 147 documented instruction sessions in the Media Resources 
Center between April 2014 and July 2016, only 25 were for courses in another field than English. 
The remaining 83% of MRC instruction sessions that year were from English courses, almost all 





Program is a “hotbed” for multiliteracy assignments, it seemed appropriate to focus there in 
recruiting courses and students to participate in the study. It was also practical since I have 
taught in the Writing Program for years, and instructors with whom I had a connection were 
more likely to participate. Another reason to focus on first-year composition was that all UNC 
students, with few exceptions, are required to take English 105 or 105i, so, unlike any other 
University course, English 105/105i represents all UNC undergraduates.  
Pilot Study of Face-to-Face Coaching and Multiliteracies 
To provide context for how I arrived at the method used for the full study, I will now 
describe the pilot study in Spring 2016 and my reasons for shifting my focus from face-to-face to 
online coaching. 
Description. The study was initially conceived to focus primarily on face-to-face 
coaching and multiliteracies, and while online coaching was not excluded from the pilot study, I 
assumed that most students would choose to visit in-person. My original research question was, 
“How effective could a minimalist approach be for coaching multiliteracies in a traditional 
writing center?” It was only after minimal participation in this pilot study that the project 
evolved to focus on asynchronous online coaching. I will now describe the pilot and how it led to 
my focus on online coaching and the development of the research methods described above for 
the revised study in the 2016–17 academic year. 
In Spring 2016, after receiving IRB approval, I conducted a pilot that invited students to 
seek out support for multiliteracies through both face-to-face and online formats, with the 
assumption that most students would choose the face-to-face option; I did not adapt the Online 
Coach to accommodate multiliteracies and focused on face-to-face coaching when describing the 





At the beginning of the semester, I provided a one-hour staff meeting training to coaches, 
and I recruited English instructors with multimedia projects in their classes to participate by 
emailing the department listserv. I planned to survey and interview coaches, students, and 
instructors both at the beginning and end of the semester so that I could gain their perspectives 
before and after students used the service. I then visited twelve English courses, all first-year 
composition courses, and invited students to participate in the study and make appointments for 
multiliteracy projects. I sent out initial surveys designed to capture student perspectives before 
using the service, and 49 students responded, detailing their histories with and attitudes toward 
multimedia and the writing center. Also at the beginning of the semester, I surveyed the course 
instructors and had similarly promising participation with 10 out of 11 completing the initial 
surveys. The tutors also completed an initial survey, and all 14 on staff at the time participated.  
Encouraged by these high initial levels of participation in the initial surveys, I monitored 
our appointment calendar, waiting for an influx of students working on multimedia projects. I 
intended to video record all in-person sessions, with the students’ permission, and follow up with 
students who made appointments by inviting them to complete interviews and surveys. However, 
three months into the semester, only three students had used our face-to-face service. With 
participation so weak, I cancelled my plans to send follow-up surveys to the three groups 
because so few students had used the service. I hypothesized that students did not view the 
Writing Center as a place for help for multimodal compositions or did not feel they needed any 
feedback at all on multimodal compositions. 
Problems with the pilot study. It was apparent that the pilot study had several problems 





face coaching, poorly timed invitations for students to use the service, and a lack of input from 
students who opted out of using the Writing Center for multiliteracy support. 
The limitations of a focus on face-to-face coaching. Inviting students to visit the Writing 
Center for face-to-face coaching on multiliteracy projects proved to be unsuccessful for at least 
three reasons. The first and most significant reason was the lack of student participation in in-
person appointments; they simply did not come, despite my visiting their classes to inform them 
about the service. Since online coaching is a lower time commitment for students, I hypothesized 
that refocusing the study on online coaching would reduce barriers to student participation; to 
use the online service, students would simply have to click through the form and submit a draft, 
rather than commit to trekking to the writing center for an appointment.  
The second problem with focusing on face-to-face coaching was that it presented 
logistical challenges to conducting research and effectively capturing and analyzing a large 
number of exchanges between coaches and students. Despite having such minimal participation 
in the pilot, based on the amount of work required to gather data for a single in-person 
appointment, it became apparent that large amounts of participation would have demanded time 
exceeding the scope of the project. To capture in-person tutoring interactions, I would have had 
to identify each multimedia session before it happened, then record, watch, and code session 
tapes from each exchange. Each session would have required a significant investment of time, 
thereby limiting the number of sessions that I could have examined in the study, and I wanted to 
have data that captured a wide range of sessions. I realized that the asynchronous online format 
would make data acquisition a much more efficient process and enable me to study a wider range 





forms and coach responses would be archived in the system along with the student projects, so 
the entire interaction could easily be stored and studied at a later time. 
The third issue with focusing on face-to-face coaching was that a gap in the scholarship 
became apparent to me as I focused on online support for multiliteracies. Feitenberger’s 
dissertation (2016) has most closely addressed the nexus of multiliteracies, online tutoring, and 
RAD research, but Feitenberger focused on synchronous tutoring and represented just one study 
in this area, leaving a gap for work on online tutoring (especially asynchronous online tutoring) 
and multiliteracies. Furthermore, I realized that our center’s asynchronous online coaching 
service has a long history of student satisfaction that has run counter to the field’s suspicions 
about asynchronicity. If a traditional writing center model could successfully help students with 
multiliteracy projects, and even do so in an asynchronous online format, the field could benefit 
from this data. 
Poor timing. Students in the pilot study generously took the initial survey after I visited 
their classes to describe the study, but then few actually made appointments with the Writing 
Center for multiliteracy projects. I hypothesized that I visited too early in the semester before 
students actually wanted feedback. Students completed the initial surveys and then forgot all 
about the study and the Writing Center by the time they actually needed feedback on their 
multiliteracy projects. I also hypothesized that asking students to complete both pre- and post-
surveys risked survey fatigue and that in the revised study, I should only request students to 
complete surveys once they used the service. For these reasons, when I revised the study, I aimed 
to visit classes 7–10 days before project due dates. That way, students could give feedback on 
their experiences with the service close to when they used it and not be overburdened with 





same approach with the instructors and tutors by consolidating the pre- and post-surveys into one 
when I modified the study. This gave me the opportunity to consolidate and refine some of the 
survey questions based on feedback from the pilot in Spring 2016. 
Lack of input from students who opted out of the service. That only 3 students actually 
used the service during the pilot raised the question of why. I realized that the pilot design did 
not seek out the perspectives of students who were informed about the service and willing to 
participate in the study but who did not actually have coaching appointments. This led me to 
develop the follow-up survey to send out to the students who did not use the Writing Center at 
the end of the end of the semester to find out why they opted out. 
Student participation in the pilot vs. the full study. While the pilot in Spring 2016 only 
had 3 students use the service for a multiliteracy project, after the study was modified to focus on 
online coaching, 112 students submitted multimodal drafts in the 2016–17 academic year, and 
110 received feedback from coaches. The following table summarizes the difference in 
participation: 






















Some combination of the changes in timing and the convenience of online coaching likely 
accounted for the increase in participation. Regardless of the cause, the modified 2016–17 study 
garnered much more participation than the pilot. I will now report the results of the revised, full-






CHAPTER 3: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION – STUDENT SATISFACTION 
 David Sheridan’s advocacy for an all-in-one approach to multiliteracy support led me to 
ask whether a more minimalist service for multiliteracies would actually be effective for 
students. The field has explored student satisfaction in tutoring sessions using a variety of 
research methodologies (e.g., Bromley, Northway, & Schonberg, 2013; Bromley et al., 2018; 
Carino & Enders, 2001; Hedengren and Lockerd, 2017; Thompson et al., 2009, Thonus, 2002). 
However, student satisfaction in face-to-face or online sessions involving multiliteracy projects 
specifically has not been thoroughly examined. Could traditional writing center pedagogy work 
for multimodal composers? If so, could it work even in an asynchronous online format?  
Results 
Student participants in this study generally felt that yes, traditional writing center 
pedagogy helped them with their multiliteracy projects—and that this was true even in an 
asynchronous online format. In what follows, I will report what students said in surveys and 
interviews that they appreciated about the asynchronous online feedback they received on their 
multimodal compositions, and I will also share where students felt that the Writing Center fell 
short. I will then weigh the positive and negative feedback from students and make the case that 
they found this iteration of asynchronous online feedback for multiliteracies generally beneficial. 
The Question of Student Satisfaction 
Based on the “grades” that students assigned the Writing Center after each online session 





times pleasantly surprised with the feedback they received. Figure 3.1 shows that “A” was the 
most common grade that students gave their sessions. 
 
Figure 3.1. Student grades of online multimodal sessions 
 
Based on these student grades, the “GPA” of the Writing Center for multimodal sessions was 
3.55, somewhere in the range of a B+/A-. Approximately 94% of students gave the Writing 
Center an A or a B, and 71% of the students gave their session an A grade. Even the 6% who 
graded their sessions with a C or below took away something useful from their sessions, as I will 
detail below. While student satisfaction is not the only metric of success, these ratings are an 
indication that students generally found the feedback helpful. I will now report what specifically 
students appreciated about their coaches’ responses, namely the personalized and specific reader 
responses, questions, resources, and strategies that their coaches shared in a format that students 



























Personalization and specificity. Students commented that responses from coaches often 
exceeded their expectations; they frequently cited the unexpected level of personalization and 
specificity in their coaches’ responses. One student’s review of the feedback he received from a 
coach on a documentary film draft captured a sense of exceeded expectations: 
I was expecting a short, simple response of about a paragraph. I was pleasantly surprised 
to see almost two pages of helpful advice and commentary. Also, I was expecting it to be 
very general, but the response was actually very specific to my documentary and very 
thorough in answering my questions. I really liked how they included personal 
commentary into what they would like to see because it was helpful to get another 
perspective, and their ideas were creative. 
 
These themes of exceeded expectations, personalization, thoroughness, and specificity were 
echoed over and over again in student responses. One student said of her session, “It surpassed 
my expectations! The feedback was extremely thorough and helpful.” Another student hit a 
similar note: “I received some awesome feedback that was very thorough. They really took time 
to look through my project instead of just skimming through it and writing a little blurb.” 
Another student framed her experience in a similar way: “It exceeded my expectations because I 
received thorough and extensive feedback.  And even though we did not meet in person, they 
were still very responsive and helpful.” Another student echoed this student’s approval of the 
format and appreciated receiving a personable response online: “Although my writing coach was 
online, she still seemed very personable and I would definitely use this form again.” 
There were 68 variants of the word “specific” (e.g., specificity, specifics, etc.) in the 
student responses alone. Adding the “specific” word count to 27 variants of “detailed,” 18 
variants of “personal,” and 18 variants of “thorough,” the pattern was clear: students frequently 
described and expressed appreciation for the comprehensive, individualized responses they were 





Generative reader responses. In particular, many students found the “reader’s 
responses” that their coaches offered to be the most helpful aspect of the feedback they received. 
As one student put it, “My writing coach went through my piece and told me what she was 
thinking each step of the way. Being able to see an outside perspective clearly was extremely 
helpful.” Another student cited the “honest opinion” she received on her brochure as the most 
helpful part of the response because it allowed her to anticipate how her audience might react: “It 
gave me an idea on how my brochure most appealed to a possible consumer,” she explained.  
Several students reiterated this appreciation for “testing” their drafts on a smart reader, 
watcher, or listener. One student, for instance, wondered if her music choice in a documentary 
video matched her message and appreciated receiving feedback on how her coach experienced it. 
Another student who was making a Twine game found it helpful to hear his writing coach’s 
feedback on whether it was enjoyable for her to play the game. The consensus was that hearing 
the coach’s “movie of the mind” was very helpful regardless of the medium (Elbow, 1973). And 
there was no indication that it mattered to students whether this movie of the mind came from 
someone in their content area or from someone with multimedia expertise. In fact, some students 
viewed generalist, “non-expert” feedback as helpful. As one student explained, “My writing 
coach went through my piece and told me what she was thinking each step of the way. Being 
able to see an outside perspective clearly was extremely helpful.” Even in the asynchronous 
online format, students received and appreciated reader input from coaches who did not have 
content-area or technical expertise related to the students’ drafts. 
Powerful questions. In addition to hearing their coaches’ “honest opinions” of their 
drafts, students appreciated several other features of the responses they received, all of which fell 





from Writing Center coaches. For one, some students specified that their coaches asked them 
helpful questions, a central principle of our pedagogy. One student explained how his coach’s 
questions helped him make decisions about his draft: “They brought up many questions that 
really made me think about what I wanted to include and allowed me to form clearer and 
organized thoughts.” Another student pointed out that questions from a reader outside his context 
were helpful. He said, “I hadn't thought of them myself because I know the content so well many 
of the questions I thought I had addressed.” And another student pointed out that questions 
helped her see gaps in her work: “I wasn't aware of some of the things that I did not say, and the 
reviewer pointed this out.” Questions, for some of the students, were helpful for figuring out 
where to elaborate. As one student described, “I answered a lot of the questions that were asked 
in the response and I made sure to elaborate on my ideas. I changed the content in my brochure 
to match almost exactly the advice that was given to me.”6 With minimal technical or genre 
expertise about brochures, this student’s coach was able to ask powerful questions about the 
student’s draft that the student found to be generative. That the students were not physically there 
to respond did not stop the questions their coaches asked from being helpful. 
Relevant resources. Students also appreciated the resources and strategies that their 
coaches recommended in ways that are parallel to how they received questions. They appreciated 
when resources and strategies were delivered in concert with specific feedback from their coach. 
This student’s comments are representative of that desired mix: she appreciated that her coach’s 
“suggestions were not just simple things like fixing a transition issue, they were detailed 
suggestions that included resources/ways to help [her].” Another student focused on applying 
what she learned to future writing, commenting that her coach offered “great suggestions” and 
 
                                                
6 While we train our coaches to offer reactions and questions rather than advice, the student conceived of the 





“pointed [her] to more resources—both can be used in future papers.” Praising the coupling of 
feedback with resources was a noticeable trend in student survey responses and interviews, a 
trend captured by this student’s comment that “The Writing Center gave great feedback and 
further sites that I could use to improve on my project.” One student commented that a resource 
was necessary to help her digest her coach’s feedback: 
The most helpful aspect of the response I received was the link to visual rhetoric from the 
Purdue Owl website my writing coach provided. This distinguished this feedback from 
the feedback I had received on my paper. I was trying to approach the brochure in a way 
that was not necessarily full of visual rhetoric so the fact the Writing coach brought that 
to my attention was extremely helpful. 
 
This student and others appreciated learning about resources directly relevant to their concerns, 
and the coaches were able to recommend helpful resources despite their limited technical 
knowledge of the students’ projects. 
Actionable strategies. Students also appreciated learning about new strategies that could 
help them move their work forward. As with resources, specific feedback coupled with strategies 
was an effective combination. When specific feedback was paired with strategies tied to 
students’ concerns, students were generally receptive to learning about strategies. One student 
described how she implemented a proofreading strategy that her coach suggested: 
Um, and that piece of advice to do a couple of minutes to go over your draft, that you can 
follow along and print out your draft and read it aloud. That was helpful because I was 
like reading it in my head. Obviously, you read faster when you’re just, like, reading to 
yourself in your head. Actually, reading aloud helped me cut down on the work. I thought 
that was helpful. 
 
Another student who was working on a voiceover for a video-recorded PowerPoint presentation 
flagged this part of her coach’s online response as especially helpful: 
If you are reading from a script, can you compare it to the slides and change any part of 
your script that overlaps with the text of the slides? If you aren't reading from a script, 
can you just speech-to-text to create a script, and then compare it to the slides? I think 





The student described this strategy tip as “beneficial” and noted that it would be helpful for her 
to try this.  
Several other students described how their coaches’ responses helped them identify 
actionable strategies. One student described how the response he received helped him 
significantly revise his brochure: “I took the coach's advice and looked for any time I used the 
word 'this' and made sure I clarified what 'this' meant. I re-structured the brochure. I also took out 
sections with large, technical words that the reader might not understand.” Another student 
identified some strategies for revising her screencast: “I changed the narration of the screencast 
to better explain the ideas to the audience. I also changed the font sizes to match a little better 
based on the coach's recommendation.” These students and others took action based on their 
coaches’ suggestion of strategies to try, and strategy suggestions often proved to be more than 
the “two-way stab in the dark” that Joanna Castner feared. 
Appreciation for the asynchronous online format. Some students praised the features 
of the asynchronous online coaching format and even expressed a preference for online coaching 
over face-to-face coaching. I have already described the sense of exceeded expectations because 
of the personalization and specificity that students felt in their responses. One student expressed 
some surprise that she received such a personal response online: “Not that this was a problem or 
anything, but the response was super friendly. If you guys are crunched for time or something I 
don't think that all of the niceties are necessary. But all of the feedback was great and helpful!” 
This student gave the Writing Center permission to offer less personal, more transactional 
feedback. The expectation that an online response would be relatively short, generic, and 
impersonal seemed to lead to more appreciation when students realized their coaches’ responses 





Some students appreciated the format for practical reasons. One student voiced a 
perspective that other students shared: “I thought the online service was great. I didn't have to 
leave my dorm and still got as good of feedback that I would have if I met with my coach.” This 
student appreciated the convenience of receiving a response online from the comfort of her dorm 
room. Another student, weighing her experiences with the online vs. face-to-face coaching 
formats, said, “I did think it was a little inconvenient to go all the way to south campus to talk to 
a Writing Center coach.” The online format took away this inconvenience and gave students an 
option to get helpful feedback with a more minimal investment of their time. 
Student Dissatisfaction 
 While 94% of students rated their sessions as an “A” or “B,” student satisfaction was not 
unanimous. However, the suggestions that students made for improving the service could 
generally be applied to any Writing Center session, whether in-person or online. I will report 
here what negative feedback students had about their sessions and how this type of feedback 
reflects “normal” training and pedagogical issues for coaches. The normalcy of this student 
feedback, in combination with the relative amount of student satisfaction to dissatisfaction, 
points to the overall success of this minimalist approach to addressing multiliteracies without 
programmatic overhaul. 
Ignored feedback. Before describing instances in which students felt dissatisfied, I will 
note that students simply ignored feedback in a neutral way more often than they expressed 
dissatisfaction. When asked what feedback from their coaches they planned to ignore, many 
students said, as one student did, “I am not ignoring any feedback. I am taking it all into 
consideration.” Another student added, “I did not dismiss any advice because all of it applied to 
my assignment and helped my writing get better.” However, other students ignored a variety of 





of their coaches’ feedback revealed a win-win of the asynchronous format: even if a coaches’ 
comments felt “off-the-mark” to the students, the students were typically unoffended and showed 
a great deal of agency in picking and choosing from what their coach offered. 
Incomplete or misunderstood context. Each student completed a submission form with 
context about their assignment, writing process, and desired feedback; even so, some students 
recognized that their coaches sometimes were missing context about their projects. For instance, 
one student working on a video said he dismissed the coach’s time-stamped feedback about the 
delivery of his narration because he was already planning to record the video again anyway; the 
coach could not have known that unless the student wrote it in the submission form. In another 
case, a student created a 3D art project for her multimodal composition course, and since her 
coach could not see it in person, all the coach had was an image of the project. This led to some 
discrepancies between intention and reception in the online response that the student chalked up 
to the medium. The student reported, “There were some things that she misinterpreted about my 
artistic choices, potentially because she could not see the piece in person, so I disregarded those 
comments.” 
Other students dismissed feedback because of assignment constraints that their coach was 
not aware of. One student said, “I dismissed their comments on my language because the 
language of the project was allowed to be whatever we wanted.” Another added, “I ignored the 
suggestions about how to do my citations, because we were told that we did not need to cite in-
text.” A third student touched on a similar theme, “She said, ‘I was curious about your choice of 
gray.’ But that was just because I sourced that graphic from a research paper, so of course it had 
to be gray, but she couldn't know that, so you know I just left it alone.” Another student reported 





chose not to change this as it was nearly impossible to change this and keep the brochure visually 
appealing,” she said. Revision time was another constraint that led students to ignore feedback; 
on occasion, students decided that they didn’t have enough time to act on their coach’s feedback. 
One student described why she decided not to revise her brochure: “The tutor suggested that I 
add information about why the general population should care about the issue that I was 
addressing. I chose not to do this because I did not have enough space, and there was not enough 
time to change the design.” In each of these cases, the students were up against constraints that 
their coaches did not see, and the students, knowing their writing context most fully, simply 
noted that and moved on. 
The final word of the writer. The most common reason students ignored feedback was 
that, in keeping with the Writing Center’s mission to respect and empower the decision-making 
of writers, they took ownership over their work and rhetorical choices; they considered the 
feedback and simply decided that it would be best not to implement it. One student said flatly 
about her blog: “I was offered some other specific ideas that I could add to my post. I did not 
want to cover those ideas in my paper, so I ignored them.” A different student decided to ignore 
her coach’s feedback on transitions: “I liked mine enough,” she said. Another student noted that 
her coach encouraged her to explain the ending of her Twine game more, but she opted to “keep 
it more mysterious.” She noted that she liked her coach’s feedback and used some of his 
suggestions, but that she ignored the feedback on the end of the game. Another student hit a 
similar note in rejecting feedback on the pace of his podcast. He said that he “highly appreciated 
the input” and felt that the overall feedback was good, but that he wasn’t going to act on his 





struggle,” he said, adding, “I may try to trim down my script, but there is only so much I can get 
rid of.” 
 Nearly all of the students’ descriptions of ignored feedback fell into the pattern of this 
student’s comment on feedback on her brochure: “I dismissed one comment on a confusing 
picture because I didn't understand what she was confused on and I didn't see a problem, but 
other than that, it all was helpful.“ Many students, aware of their constraints and confident in 
their choices, dismissed certain parts of their coaches’ responses but also found the responses to 
be helpful overall. This ignored feedback, I would argue, in most cases, was more of an 
indication of success than a problem; it was clear that students were using the coach’s comments 
to consider changes to their drafts but still felt like they were the ultimate authorities on their 
work. 
Off-the-mark reader responses. In most cases, ignored feedback was not an indicator of 
negativity on the part of the student. However, some students did feel frustrated or dissatisfied 
for a variety of reasons. While students more frequently expressed appreciation for the reader 
responses of their coaches, in a few instances, students were underwhelmed with how their 
coaches engaged with their work. One student lamented that the feedback “seemed more of a 
podcast critique than a multimedia improvement session. If I wanted someone to tell me why 
they liked and did not like my podcast I would show a random person on the street. Although 
some useful suggestions were given, the response in my opinion lacked information to help me 
improve my project.” While the great majority of students valued the feedback they received 
from coaches lacking expertise in their content areas, this student hoped for a more expert reader, 





A notable instance of an off-the-mark-reaction. In the instances that their coaches “got 
it wrong” in their view, some students felt frustrated. The most striking example of this is worth 
pausing to consider. A student who I will call “Jacques” submitted a collage that he made using 
Photoshop for a multimodal composition course. The collage draft that Jacques shared includes 
Ariel from “The Little Mermaid” atop a rock in the ocean, a dead dolphin to her left with an oil 
rig in the background, and an aircraft carrier in the distance behind a floating copy of Time 
Magazine with Donald Trump on the cover. There also appears to be a submarine periscoping 
from the sea next to the aircraft carrier. In the sky above the ocean are the words “PART OF 
YOUR WORLD” spray painted atop a barely noticeable set of giant eyes that are layered with 
partial transparency over the collage. Jacques’s coach considered the above imagery and offered 
a response with a central theme of “I don’t get it.” Here is a representative portion of the coach’s 
response: 
When I look at the images, I see Ariel, and I associate the text with the song from the 
Disney movie. Then, I see the other elements – an oil rig, a magazine, a dead dolphin, an 
aircraft carrier, a submarine – and I am not sure of the connection. I think it’s saying 
Ariel wants to be part of the human world, but this is what the human world is now. 
 
For Jacques, this reaction was frustrating and unfair. It became clear during his interview that he 
had spent a great deal of time—nearly a day’s worth—thinking about and constructing this 
collage and that he felt like his carefully thought-out choices were dismissed with a cursory 
glance. He felt like the coach did not invest enough energy in interpreting his work and described 
a sense of frustration that the coach did not grasp his choices: 
One of the issues I had is like in these kind of creative things where you know it’s more 
than just an essay and grammar kind of styles, she was identifying a lot of what I wanted 
her to identify and then she wasn’t doing anything with that mentally. For example, why 
would she want to be part of the human world? The simple answer is like well she wants 
to be a part of it because maybe she’s not aware of like these things. Obviously when you 
think of the song Part of Your World, and I did take it very intentionally, Ariel from Part 





wonderment kind of thing where she is like dreaming of being part of the world and I 
wanted to bring that and contrast it to what the world really is, how Ariel would 
experience that world. I wanted that to be a very stark contrast and I believe it is still, but 
she’s reached the point that it’s kind of like Ariel’s wonderment doesn’t match the 
foreground and that was being viewed as a problem rather than as like a critique rather 
than like maybe there was a message in the fact that it’s not aligned. 
Jacques felt like there was a deeper significance to the collage that his coach missed and that the 
coach didn’t supply actionable feedback in concert with her reaction of not understanding the 
collage. This situation, however, is not particular to multiliteracy projects and is both a hazard 
and benefit of the online format. The hazardous part is that the coach was not able to suss out 
Jacques’s level of investment in the project and receptiveness to critical feedback beyond what 
Jacques offered in the online submission form. In this case, this led to some negative feelings 
about the feedback from Jacques. However, despite his frustrations, Jacques also did get the 
potentially-valuable feedback that, as he put it, there were “discrepancies between intention and 
reception” when he shared his draft with a reader. 
 That is not to say that there was not a training lesson in this for Jacques’s coach. During 
our follow-up interview, she came to realize that including some praise of the draft might have 
softened some of the reactions that Jacques perceived as too critical or off-the-mark. It was also 
instructive to know how much Jacques put into the draft in terms of time and mental energy. This 
can be the case for all multiliteracy projects and traditional writing assignments alike; since 
students have varying degrees of investment in projects that cannot be fully gauged in an 
asynchronous online session, it is prudent to provide tactful reader’s reactions. Again, this is a 
normal training issue, and Jacques’s reaction to his coach’s response should be considered within 
the full context of the study that the great majority of students felt satisfied. 
 While Jacques was unhappy with his coach’s feedback, most students matter-of-factly 





However, with the exception of cases like Jacques, this ignored feedback did not negatively 
impact students’ overall reception of their coach’s feedback. While Jacques graded his session an 
“F,” it was the only “F” a student gave in the study, and this negative student experience is 
typically avoided by the training and reflection that we already enact in our center for online 
coaching. The 94% of students who graded their sessions as an “A” or a “B” reflect more 
accurately the typical experience of the service. 
Unhelpful questions. As with reader responses, the majority of students found the 
questions that their coaches asked them to be helpful. Asking questions, especially open-ended 
questions, is a key element of the Writing Center’s online coaching model because questions can 
be generative and help students sharpen their ideas, even if they cannot immediately respond to 
the questions in real time. However, some students were frustrated by generic or otherwise 
unhelpful questions. One student described her disappointment with this: 
The least helpful part of my response was when I asked if enough content was included/if 
it was thorough enough and the majority of the response was simply rhetorical questions 
instead of her giving me her own personal opinion of how it seemed to her. 
 
Again, the themes of specificity and personalization show up, with this student wanting an 
honest reader’s take more than meta-level questions about the draft. This was a theme in the 
minority of responses in which students expressed dissatisfaction; they wanted more specific, 
personalized feedback and received questions like “What do you think?” from their coaches as 
withholding.  
Some students reacted less favorably to the amount of question asking in their coaches' 
responses. This student wanted to see fewer questions paired with more direct reactions: 
There were lots of questions. This is both a good and a bad thing. It was good because it 
helped me think deeper about my overall goal, but it felt less helpful because there were 





was weird or maybe think about your word choice. I doubt my writing was so good that 
such comments would not have been warranted. 
 
Questions, in this instance, made the student feel like she was being sheltered from more critical 
feedback. Another student was similarly ambivalent about questions when she started her survey 
by saying, “The most helpful aspect was the writing coach breaking down my questions and 
forcing me to analyze my writing more deeply.” She then added, “The least helpful part were all 
of the questions that she asked because it made me overwhelmed and confused.” While some 
questions were helpful to this student, the large number that she received was off-putting. 
 Students’ composite impressions of coach questions seem to indicate that they wanted a 
manageable number of personalized questions coupled with personalized coach reactions to their 
drafts. Our coaches were generally successful at providing such questions and reactions, and 
students’ more critical feedback could be used to inform coach training. Students desire for 
manageable, personalized questions and reactions is not exclusive to multiliteracy online 
sessions and is a minor but recurring theme in our regularly-collected face-to-face and online 
student evaluations. The frustrations some students expressed here are not an indication that our 
pedagogy is ineffective with students working on multiliteracy projects; these frustrations are 
best viewed as normal opportunities for coaches to improve as they grow in their craft. 
Frustration with strategies and resources. While the combination of specific feedback 
and strategies or resources was a successful one, some students felt that resources or strategies 
took up too much space in the responses. One student explained how this was a problem in her 
past experiences with the online coach prior to her multiliteracy submission. She said of her most 
recent round of feedback: 
[My coach] gave a link for a handout and other handout, but she didn’t do the thing 
where she took up a lot of space in her response recommending, for instance, that 





like to organize them that way, and so sometimes these [writing coaches]—like I see half 
the thing where it's like instructions for color coding rather than feedback. But all she 
does here is give a couple of links, so it was fine here. 
 
Students like this one generally wanted explanations of resources and strategies to be concise.    
When coaches invested too much time in describing resources or strategies at the expense 
of personalized feedback on the student’s text, students were not enthused. Avoiding long 
explanations of resources or strategies without specific feedback had been a point of emphasis in 
our general online training during the year, but it nonetheless occasionally happened during the 
study and led to frustration when it did. This student’s description of his coach linking to an 
online handout is representative: 
That would have been like a very valuable thing to have, I think, but for some reason, I 
almost felt like offended. And that's primarily with my idea, but I didn’t really want to 
have that suggestion. I want specific advice, like I don’t want, “Here’s generally how you 
even think about audience,” which is still very valuable, but thinking about like, “Ok, you 
have this paper due on this date with this audience in mind,” I wanted specific tips how I 
could...Essentially, can this person who is reading my paper give me an advantage, I 
guess? I really didn’t want to spend time looking at the handout...Maybe at the very end it 
could be like, “Ok, we have these resources” if you want to make that point, but I thought 
that including it into my specific feedback, I didn’t value that, really. 
 
This student’s desire to get an “advantage” for his assignment reflects the routine balance that 
coaches maintain in all sessions, whether face-to-face or online, between helping students with 
their immediate writing concerns and focusing on their development as writers. In the study, 
students sometimes indicated that resources and strategies were less efficient ways to address 
their immediate concerns, but when coupled with personalized, specific feedback, students were 
more appreciative of resources and strategies. It was clear that the emphasis on personalization 
and specificity in online coach training paid off: in some instances, students who had a history of 





experiences with the online coach during the study. “I found the entire response very helpful!”, 
one student said, adding, “I enjoyed not getting any links to handouts.” 
 Another flavor of resource and strategy-related dissatisfaction occurred when coaches 
recommended resources or strategies that the student had already consulted. One student 
lamented that she “did not get many specific comments” and that most of the comments she did 
receive led her to sources she already used. Another student identified her coach’s explanation of 
reverse outlining as least helpful: 
The least helpful part of the response was when she talked to me about reverse outlining. 
We had already gone over this in class and I thought I had corrected my project 
accordingly. What I wanted to know was whether or not my brochure flowed well. A 
simple yes or no answer would have sufficed. 
 
This student was looking for more direct reader input about flow and felt frustrated when she 
received a suggestion to try a strategy. 
Other students felt similarly frustrated by resources or strategies they had already tried. 
One student was asked to look at sample NPR podcasts when he had already done that. In 
another session, a coach suggested some brainstorming strategies (webbing and freewriting) that 
a student had already tried. Another student ignored the suggestion to make a reverse outline of 
her video because she had already outlined her video beforehand and felt that she had executed 
what she outlined.  
While strategies and resources were helpful in the context of specific, personalized 
feedback, they backfired when they were in the absence of or out-of-proportion with such 
feedback—and when students had already tried or consulted what their coaches recommended. 
This balance between strategies, resources, and feedback that students wanted is unique to 





both in-person and online sessions with traditional writing projects, and this is a concern 
regularly addressed in the Center’s online coaching training. 
Preference for other formats. While most students were pleasantly surprised by the 
asynchronous online format, some expressed a preference for face-to-face coaching. One student 
offered a balanced review: “I thought the online service was really nice. The only thing I did not 
like about it was that I did not get instant feedback or the chance to brainstorm with someone, 
which is what I usually do in the in-person sessions.” Another student offered a similarly 
structured assessment: “It was helpful, but I would recommend people to go in person if they 
could because then the writing coach can get a better understanding of the project and then I 
could ask questions about the feedback and ask for them to further explain what they mean.”  
Discussion of Student Satisfaction 
Coach online responses generally met or exceeded students’ expectations in the study, 
with even dissatisfied students expressing that they took away something valuable from their 
coaches’ responses. Reader response was especially valuable to students, as were the questions, 
strategies, and resources that coaches shared. Students valued feedback specificity and 
personalization over everything else. They also valued thorough, copious feedback and were 
comfortable ignoring feedback they disagreed with. As with any online exchange, students were 
frustrated by non-specific, un-actionable feedback and by vague or generic feedback or allusions 
to resources. Some also complained about linking to handouts and preferred more direct, 
constructive criticism of and questions about their texts. In highlighting the lack of spontaneous 
back-and-forth inherent to asynchronous online coaching, these students echoed the history of 
scholarly reservations about asynchronicity. However, these perspectives were rare among the 
student participants in the study. While some students explicitly preferred in-person coaching, 





students were happy with the feedback they received asynchronously online. Students will 
continue to have varied preferences and needs that no single format will always meet. 
Overall, the asynchronous format typically provided the students with a degree of 
thoroughness that they appreciated and were pleasantly surprised by. While some students were 
dissatisfied and/or offered critical feedback, those students were small in number (5 out of 77 
students graded their sessions C, D, or F) compared to the satisfied ones (72 out of 77 gave their 
sessions an A or B), and the criticism they offered presents manageable opportunities for 
developing our coach training. Based on student feedback, what we ask coaches to do in any 
online coaching session transferred smoothly and helpfully to sessions addressing multimodal 
compositions.  
McKinney, echoing Sheridan’s advocacy for an all-in-one approach to multiliteracy 
support, pointed out that it could be “terribly inconvenient” for tutors to not be equipped to 
respond to the range of questions that students have about multimodal compositions (p. 217). In 
this study, students did not express frustration with the limitations of their coaches or a sense of 
inconvenience, and students were generally satisfied with what their coaches were able to offer, 





CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION – COACH TRAINING 
We saw in the review of the literature varied perspectives on the need for multiliteracy-
specific tutor training. To recap, David Sheridan argued for multiliteracy tutors equipped with 
technical in addition to rhetorical expertise. Christina Murphy and Lory Hawkes envisioned 
tutors recalibrated as “digital content specialists.” Sohui Lee argued for specialized consultants 
who engage in the “situated practice” of multimodal texts, who learn a perspective of “situated 
design,” and who develop design-related vocabulary. Jackie Grutsch McKinney argued that 
writing center tutors can leverage their ability to respond rhetorically to texts but require a 
“broader understanding of rhetoric” and a different set of vocabulary to talk about multimodal 
texts with students (pp. 354-355).  
While considering the range of approaches to tutor training proposed by these scholars, I 
decided to provide our coaches with only minimal multiliteracy-related training geared toward 
helping the coaches transfer their existing online training and practices to multiliteracy projects. 
As described in the research methods section, I made no special effort to equip the coaches with 
multiliteracy-related technical skills or vocabulary and provided them with only a limited amount 
of training during a single staff meeting, an amount of training proportional to what they receive 
for other specialized topics. During this meeting, coaches looked at sample multimodal texts and 
discussed hypothetical scenarios in which they might work with students on those texts. They 
discussed how to adapt their usual writing center practices to these situations and modalities. I 






Coaches generally reported that this single hour of scenarios-based training allowed them 
to work confidently and effectively with students working on multiliteracy projects. In what 
follows, I will share coaches’ perspectives on this minimalist approach to multiliteracy training. I 
will share how and why multiliteracy sessions felt similar to print sessions with coaches using 
the same strategies they regularly use. I will also report their views on the importance of 
technical expertise, their confidence levels coaching and composing in various modalities, their 
attitudes toward multiliteracies in the curriculum, and their suggestions for additional training. 
The Question of Multiliteracy-Specific Training 
The results supported the minimalist training model used in the study: while the coaches 
wanted more training in some areas, they generally felt confident and comfortable working with 
multimodal composers and felt their preexisting writing center skills and training were an 
adequate basis for productive sessions.  
The effectiveness of minimal training. In their survey and interview responses, the 
coaches indicated that they felt they had offered valuable feedback and that they leveraged their 
experiences as consumers and producers of multimodal compositions to help students. The 
coaches did want additional training in the areas of design vocabulary, genre awareness, and 
general familiarity with and exposure to multimodal texts and sessions, and they also wanted 
more resource development and genre awareness specific to multiliteracy projects. However, it 
was clear that we could feasibly address these needs without drastically increasing the amount of 
time we dedicate to multiliteracy-specific training. 
Asked to rate their effectiveness in each session on a Likert scale, Figure 4.1 shows that 






Figure 4.1. Coach self-ratings 
 
While our humble, improvement-focused team of coaches mostly stopped short of labeling their 
work as “very effective,” no coaches rated themselves as “very ineffective,” and only one felt 
that their performance was “ineffective.” Converted to a numerical scale with “very ineffective” 
as 1 and “very effective” as 5, the mean score across the 75 sessions was 3.79, falling just below 
and closest to an average rating of “effective.” In fact, 72% of sessions were rated as “effective,” 
while another 4% were rated “very effective.” Just as the students felt generally satisfied by their 
sessions, the coaches generally felt that they were effective in their online responses to 
multiliteracy projects. The coaches felt that multiliteracy online sessions were similar to print 
online sessions, that they already had strategies and skills they could leverage or adapt to 
multiliteracies, and that any multiliteracy-specific training could be limited and focused on 
rhetorical awareness more than technical skill.  



















Similarities between multiliteracy online sessions and all online sessions. A recurring 
theme in the coaches’ responses was that multiliteracy online sessions did not feel all that 
different from regular online sessions involving traditional writing projects. One coach explained 
why she felt comfortable and confident helping a student with his multiliteracy project: 
“Multimedia projects, just like writing, are a form of communication. Any tutor/coach can 
respond to a form of communication with their experience and written feedback.” Another coach 
observed that “it was not different at all,” adding that multimodal compositions “are pieces of 
writing like any other.” There was a general sense of comfort among the coaches that special 
expertise was not needed. The coaches felt confident acting as technological non-experts and 
were able to see multimodal compositions as texts like any other. 
The coaches brought up several central tenets of our version of writing center pedagogy 
to explain how multiliteracy online sessions were similar to others. Some noted that coaches can 
still ask writers questions regardless of the medium. One coach explained, “We ask why writers 
make choices in general. This pedagogical stance does not differ in any substantial way when 
discussing multimedia, except by asking what a reader will hear and/or see along with the 
presented information.” While the types of questions might have differed, asking questions was 
still a core feature of our pedagogy that coaches felt comfortable executing. 
Another coach cited reader response, questions, and audience as common threads 
between multiliteracy sessions and any sessions. She said: “Sessions that don't involve 
multimedia projects can also require reader response and asking questions about audience. In the 
same way that coaches don't have to know discipline-specific content to be effective, one doesn't 





positioning of writing coaches as content non-experts as applicable to multiliteracy support. 
Another coach elaborated on this theme, saying of his session: 
It was similar in that I did not need to know any real content to provide effective 
feedback. I honestly didn't even need to know the genre conventions surrounding the 
multimedia project to give feedback. It was also similar in that I could provide reader 
reactions and questions that could apply to session that don't have multimedia projects. 
 
Since non-expertise in a student’s content can be an asset in that it allows coaches to ask “naive” 
questions that help students clarify their ideas, these coaches felt well-positioned to be helpful 
readers. The coaches felt like they had enough context as fellow students to react in helpful 
ways. As one coach put it succinctly, “We are all writers and readers/viewers/observers in this 
context. Any reaction or feedback can be helpful with multimedia.” 
Coaches frequently observed the “blurred lines” (McKinney) between multimodal 
compositions and any compositions. One coach brought up concepts learned in summer training 
to explain this: “Remembering the concepts from the rhetorical triangle is helpful. Even 
multimedia projects are trying to convey the author's message.” Another coach echoed this by 
saying of multimodal composers: “Although they're working in a different form, if the 
information they're trying to convey doesn't make sense to their audience, they're in the same 
boat as a student whose paper lacks clarity.” The coaches felt like they had as much to say about 
rhetorical considerations like message, clarity, and audience as they would with any paper 
assignment. 
Clarity was one of many student concerns that overlapped with what the coaches had 
typically seen in online submissions. One coach described how this overlap made it easy to 
respond to a student working on a brochure: 
This session is very similar to others that do not involve multimedia because the student 
provided similar concerns that a traditional assignment might have. For example, this 





students with academic essays that ask for help with wordiness. I also asked questions 
and provided similar feedback to this student that I would provide to another student 
without a multimedia project that had the same concern. 
 
Since conciseness is a concern that transcends genre and media, this coach found it easy to 
address, even if the coach had limited experience with brochures. 
The coaches also pointed out that despite the multimodal nature of the student projects, 
many times they were helping students with words on a screen in a way that felt similar to any 
online. One coach explained: “As with working on print assignments, how the piece sounds (so 
language, really) is still of importance. A lot of multimedia projects still incorporate text, which 
can be treated the same way as an essay.” Another coach made a similar observation about a 
podcast script: “It was submitted in a Word Document and was, therefore, not much different 
from other sessions. I think we talked a bit about audience and how they might receive 
information differently through the ear as opposed to the page.” While the modality of the 
student’s end product had to be considered, because the multiliteracy projects incorporated text 
or because students shared the text dimensions of projects, the coaches often felt like these online 
sessions were business as usual.  
 The consensus coach viewpoint was that strategies they suggest to students in any online 
session could generally be adapted to online sessions involving multiliteracy projects. One coach 
viewed this transfer as straightforward: “I suggested the same strategies and resources that I 
would on other single-media assignments.” He added, “I used many of the same strategies — 
reverse outlining, asking questions about places where I needed more information, and giving 
reader response about what I understood — that I would have given with a typical session.” This 





Strategies in multiliteracy online sessions. Coaches reported using strategies in online 
sessions for multiliteracy projects that they had previously used in online sessions for traditional 
writing projects. Coaches reported adapting a variety of writing center pedagogical strategies and 
focal points to their online responses: 
Table 4.1. Coach-Reported Strategies Used in Sessions 
Strategy Reader 
response 
Questions Resources Audience Praise 
Responses 68 56 38 33 22 
Percent total 21% 17% 12% 10% 7% 





Critique Models or 
examples 
Responses 19 18 17 16 13 
Percent total 6% 5% 5% 5% 4% 
Strategy Proofreading 
or editing 
Other Technical Color coding Total 
Responses 
Responses 13 9 4 3 329 
Percent total 4% 3% 1% 1% 100% 
 
Across 75 sessions, the coaches most frequently made use of reader response and question 
asking in multiliteracy online sessions, with 91% and 75% of sessions including those strategies. 
Coaches also frequently summoned resources like handouts, video demos, or books and helped 
students consider their audiences. While reverse outlining was reported in 18 sessions, color 
coding was only mentioned in 3, an interesting gulf that points to certain strategies more 
naturally transferring to multiliteracy support than others. In these sessions, coaches appeared to 
rely a great deal on conversation-driven feedback in the form of response and questions but less 
on hands-on strategy suggestions like reverse outlining or color coding. This choice could be a 
function of the online format, the multimodal nature of the assignments, or both, but the amount 





online sessions. But even if coaches used fewer hands-on strategies in multiliteracy online 
sessions, it was clear that coaches were comfortable transferring a variety of strategies that they 





Coach technical expertise and experience with multimodal composition. Prior to the 
study, I wondered if coaches would feel like they needed the specialized technical expertise that 
Sheridan recommended. The survey and interview results revealed that students did not ask for 
technical help from the Writing Center or view a lack of technical support as a gap in the service. 
In fact, the student satisfaction results reported in the previous chapter were achieved despite 
only 4 coaches offering strategies or commentary related to the technical aspects of multimodal 
composition. Because of the technical support available to students at UNC-CH in the library 
and online, the coaches felt comfortable with the separation between technology and rhetoric, 
with the coaches focusing on the rhetorical dimensions of projects. When asked after each 
session how important technical expertise was for coaches, only 2 out of 75 responses (see 
Figure 4.2) indicated that it was. 
 
Figure 4.2. Coach views on the importance of technical expertise 
 
72% of coaches’ responses (54 out of 75) indicated that technical expertise was either not 
important or not all important, with all but two of the remaining responses indicating that they 



























felt neutrally about the issue. The consensus was that technical expertise was not necessary for 
effectively working with students on multimodal compositions. One coach astutely pointed out 
that a lack of coach technical expertise could better position students to anticipate their audience: 
“When even the intended audience is not expected to have technical expertise, it feels like it 
doesn't inform our role as an outside audience.” Another coach drew an analogy to our avoidance 
of formatting issues with word processors: “In the same way that we would not help a student 
with the formatting, like in Microsoft Word, but can still help them on the writing, we can help 
them with the multimedia composition without having to know or help with technical aspects.” 
A third coach observed students’ lack of interest in technical questions: “Technical knowledge is 
not at all important because students with these kinds of projects always ask about the quality of 
their content or other similar concerns rather than technical knowledge.” This was the most 
common explanation coaches offered for why technical expertise was unimportant. This coach 
elaborated on how the rhetorical, compositional aspects were more of a focus for students: 
Students want to know whether their piece is visually appealing, organized well, or has 
correct grammar. These are goals that we at the Writing Center are trained to help with 
whether the project is multimedia or a traditional academic essay. Nowadays, students 
know how to navigate technological questions and issues, and if they don't, then we 
coaches can point them to the proper resources online or on campus. 
 
This coach did not see it as terribly inconvenient for students to not have all-in-one support for 
multimodal compositions; she felt that it was natural to refer them to online or campus resources 
for issues that were more technical than rhetorical. 
Indeed, most students I spoke to assumed that the Media Resources Center or the Design 
Lab would be a more appropriate stop for technical help. Students also looked at online tutorials 
on YouTube or via the University’s subscription to Lynda.com. The Writing Center offered a 





expressed confusion or a sense of expectation that the Writing Center would or should be able to 
provide technical support. The Writing Center services simply complemented other campus and 
online resources and added another source and mode of feedback for students. It was therefore 
unnecessary for the coaches to have technical training. While an all-in-one model would require 
a highly technically skilled staff, it was infeasible for us to develop that level of technical 
expertise among our staff while still training them in the various other aspects of coaching. We 
also desire diverse disciplinary backgrounds among our coaches to work with writers across the 
disciplines, and skewing our hiring toward technically skilled coaches would have upset that 
balance.  
Still, it turned out that our staff did have enough knowledge about multimodal 
composition to feel confident working with students, even if most did not have robust technical 
skill. Our writing coaching staff is comprised of undergraduate and graduate students from 
departments across the University. While we did not make any effort to recruit coaches with 
digital literacy skills, this study revealed that many of our staff had experiences as multimodal 
composers. Figure 4.3 shows that only 1 of the 17 coaches who participated reported having no 
experience creating a multimodal composition of any kind. Nearly everyone had made a digital 






Figure 4.3. Coach prior experiences with multimodal composition 
 
Two coaches reported making podcasts for non-profits in past work experiences, while two 
others made podcasts and audio collages in college classes. The coaches made videos in a variety 
of contexts ranging from a rap video in a high school English class to annotated music videos to 
promotional videos for NGOs to videos for the Writing Center’s website. Examples of website 
creation included academic portfolios and professional websites, WordPress course sites for 
teaching, and websites for organizations. The coaches also kept blogs for courses as teachers and 
students and for personal interests like pop culture or travel. Coaches made use of digital 
presentations via PowerPoint and Prezi, as one coach put it, “Too many [times] to count — 
pretty much every presentation ever.” Other multimodal projects that coaches mentioned 
included brochures, posters, and other graphic design projects. While only one or two coaches 
had significant technical skill and experience across a variety of modalities and multimodal 
genres, the amount of digital literacy or at least awareness in the group was significant and 
suggested that in our particular context, an average staff chosen without regard to multiliteracies 


























 Even with some multimodal composition experiences, the group was not overconfident 
about their abilities to compose most multimodal genres. When asked to give their confidence 
level on a Likert scale ranging from “very unconfident” (1) to “very confident” (2), the coaches 
reported a range of confidence levels illustrated by Figure 4.4. 
 
Figure 4.4. Coach confidence with multimodal compositions 
 
The coaches hovered around neutral about their confidence in composing podcasts, videos, and 
websites and were more confident about blogs and presentations. Still, when also considering the 
group’s experience as consumers of digital media, there was enough digital awareness in the 
cohort to leverage without having hired coaches with particular types of technical expertise. 
 Over half of the coaches (9 out of 17) reported never having any experience helping 
students in any context with multiliteracy projects. Only three coaches reported teaching 
experiences related to podcasts, all three related to first-year composition projects they helped 
with as course instructors or tutors through the athletics program. Two coaches reported teaching 
or tutoring experiences related to videos, one who had his students make short film adaptations 





























literature like “Julius Caesar” and “Frankenstein” in a high school class. Only one coach reported 
helping students with a web project, a first-year composition instructor who had students submit 
work to a WordPress site she created. Two coaches had teaching experiences related to blogs. 
One coach tutored students through the athletics program who were working on popular science 
blogs for first-year composition, and the other coach had his students keep a class blog on 
identity and agency. The most common multimodal teaching experience was related to 
presentations, with six coaches indicating experience with that, again, many of these experiences 
taking place in first-year composition courses. A few coaches also indicated that they had past 
experiences prior to the study period, possibly during the pilot study period, in which they 
worked with students on podcast scripts or blogs at the Writing Center. While the amount of 
coach prior experience was non-negligible, especially considering that some of the same coaches 
reported multiple experiences, the amount of prior experience that the coaches had with teaching 
or tutoring multiliteracy projects was limited. 
Coach confidence levels. Even so, coach confidence levels with supporting students with 
multimodal compositions as online writing coaches was high, though Figure 4.5 reveals some 






Figure 4.5. Coaching confidence levels by modality 
 
Each coach was asked to rate their confidence level for each modality after each session, so there 
were 75 responses from 17 coaches for each modality. None of the responses indicated that 
coaches were “unconfident” or “very unconfident” coaching students with podcasts, blogs, or 
presentations, and only 2 and 3 responses indicated they were “unconfident” with video, with 
none going as far as to say they felt “very unconfident.” Coaches felt most confident about 
coaching students with presentations, blogs, and websites and more neutral about coaching 
students with videos and podcasts. This was unsurprising given that coaches reported the most 
experience as composers and highest confidence levels with presentations, blogs, and websites.  


























Figure 4.6. Overall coaching confidence levels 
 
“Confident” represented over half of the responses, with “very confident” edging out “neutral” 
but nearly splitting the rest. In short, the coaches were unfazed by working with students on 
multimodal projects online despite their minimal experiences as multimodal composers and even 
more minimal experiences as multimodal teachers and tutors. 
Some of the coaches even developed a preference for online sessions focusing on 
multimodal compositions. One coach explained how responding to non-paper forms was actually 
less stressful and time-pressured than writing online responses to papers: 
With some of these timed ones, Twine and the screencast, it was actually less stressful for 
me because I’m a slow reader and slow paper typer, and so if I had a seven page paper, I 
know it’s going to take me a significant amount of time to read that. And so like 
sometimes I don't read the whole thing I’m just like I have to get through as much as I 
can and find something to say, like, something relevant to what their concerns are. I don't 
have time to read this whole thing.  
 
With less time pressure, this coach felt better able to write thorough responses to Twine projects 
and screencasts than to longer papers that require an upfront investment of reading. Reading 










multimodal texts often take a shorter amount of time to digest, it was easier for this coach to 
respond. 
Coach attitudes toward multiliteracies. The coaches also generally felt invested in 
helping students navigate multimodal compositions. Figure 4.7 shows that coaches’ attitudes 
about multiliteracies in the college curriculum were generally positive:  
 
Figure 4.7. Coach attitudes toward multimodal composition in the college curriculum 
 
The trend was positivity with reservations about execution. Coaches supported multiliteracies in 
the curriculum for a variety of reasons. One coach emphasized how they promote fun, creativity, 
and critical thought in different dimensions than what print compositions require. She said, 
referring to a brochure assignment that she responded to: 
I believe it is always good to practice traditional writing, especially in different 
disciplines and different genres and stuff, but I do think that multimedia projects, not only 
are they just like fun to create, but I think it just involves a different part of your brain. 
Like I said in particular for this example, the visual layout, it causes you to think about 
things and what goes into actually persuading someone to listen to you. 
 
This coach added that the multiliteracy assignments she has completed as a student challenged 
her and made her aware of her creative abilities: 
It helped me break out of that comfort zone and realize that by keeping these things in 
mind I realize I have a creative mind going. You start to get excited, and I think 
multimedia projects get students excited, even the non-creative ones, and they don’t 























Other coaches voiced support for multiliteracies by echoing a theme that emerged in student 
responses to the same question: the role of multiliteracies in students’ professional futures. One 
coach described how multimodal composition assignments in college allowed him to develop 
skills that he felt would be useful in any career:  
I think it’s super useful. And, of course, you need to teach typical college essays because 
that’s a skill people need to know. But one of the more useful classes I had as an 
undergraduate was this class—I was an agronomy student—it was a class where every 
week, we would create a different kind of written product: one week, it was a brochure, 
one week, it was an extensionist paper, like a recommendation for farmers if you have 
yellow streaks in your corn, these are the potential problems. That kind of thing. So, 
throughout the semester, every week, we worked on these different projects, which 
helped us understand those kind of agronomic principles that would be useful if you 
became an actual agronomist or an extensionist or something like that. So I think those 
kind of skills are really useful for their careers eventually whether or not they end up 
doing that kind of work. In most skilled positions, you’re going to have to do some type 
of multimedia—like make a brochure or write a blog or that kind of thing. So I think it’s 
useful in that regard. It’s like a real world career skill. 
 
This coach felt like exposure to a variety of job-related, multimodal genres would be helpful 
even if a student did not pursue that particular career, since many of those communication 
vehicles exist in a variety of careers.  
 Another coach emphasized the technical skills as important learning opportunities that 
could transfer into careers: 
I find a lot of value in teaching technological skills. It's a spoonful of sugar kind of thing. 
If you take a design course that’s going to let you learn Adobe InDesign, you now have a 
little bit of facility with it. If you ever happen to find a job application where it’s like 
“You need a beginners level familiarity with this,” we’ve given [students] some tools that 
could theoretically get them into that job. So, we’re exposing them to things that they 
wouldn’t find otherwise. I think that’s important.  
 
This coach saw value in entry-level exposure to software that could find application in a variety 
of students’ careers. Another coach emphasized the relevance of multimedia to jobs but added 





assignments also appeal to different learning styles and promote a kind of flexibility around 
communication: 
Maybe not exactly Twine or a screencast, but working with this technology is something 
that [students are] going to be expected to do in a lot of different jobs and in other 
projects. So I think it’s great, and I think it's a different way of expressing yourself, which 
can open [the curriculum] up to different types of learners and to different styles of 
writing. 
 
This coach viewed multiliteracies as making education more accessible by inviting a variety of 
forms of engagement. Also looking toward the future, another coach emphasized broader trends 
in communication: 
So I suppose this is an extension of my thinking about multimedia in the high school 
curriculum, but there’s a lot of research that shows that the primary way people like 
getting information is through video, and more of the content being produced on the 
internet is probably going to wind up being video rather than prose. Obviously some of 
those are accompanied by written transcripts, but the video is the primary way it’s meant 
to be consumed. Podcasts had a bit of a resurgence in the past, like, five years that may or 
may not be a passing fad, but there’s sort of increasingly digital methodologies for how 
we communicate with one another and make it seem like it’s an incredibly important skill 
just to know basically if I had to get into work and shoot a video, could I do it and make 
it look not like a kindergartener? 
 
This coach felt that developing baseline digital literacy wasn’t just about preparing people for 
jobs, but also about preparing people to think about media critically and be good citizens. He 
added: 
I tell my students in high school…I always say, “The greatest thing you’ll get out of 
English class is a healthy skepticism.” So everybody in the world is generating a message 
that has a tint of convincing other people in the world that they’re right. It may be 
something innocuous like, “Digimon is a great TV show,” and I can march around and 
carry signs and preach that. And it may be something that has a greater bearing on your 
personal philosophy and success as an individual human being, like what direction you 
steer your country in politically or what faith you choose to guide your life by or things 
like that. And being able to dissect those messages you receive and understand the 
rhetorical devices—that equips you to be a more conscientious contributor to society. 
And since so many of those messages are coming in multimedia format, students have to 






Still, this coach, like the majority of the coaches, rated his attitude about multimedia in the 
college curriculum as a 4 (“positive”) instead of a 5 (“very positive”). He explained why he did 
not rate it as a 5 in spite of his generally positive take: “I didn’t say 5 because I get really 
concerned about the execution.” He worried that classroom teachers would not use 
multiliteracies to be “transformative” and creative assignments that are “fundamentally more 
directed at student learning goals.” He was concerned that teachers would simply ask students to 
do the same thing as an essay in multimodal form and not take advantage of the affordances of 
new media. 
 One coach built upon this idea by saying that with multiliteracy projects in college 
classes, “the idea is better than the reality.” This coach was concerned that instructors do not 
provide enough how-to scaffolding for students working on multiliteracy projects. Commenting 
on the number of instructors that assign PowerPoint presentations, this coach said: 
So we have these expectations for this type of format of our ideas and communication, 
but there’s not really the training for students how to make an effective presentation. So 
we have these end goals, but we don't help them along the way in effective presentation 
making. Maybe it’s getting better, but my experience is that it is not great, effective 
presentation making, effective speeches, or effective poster creation. I'm a person that 
gets motion sickness, so when my students used to make crazy Prezis that zoomed all 
over, you know my motion sickness didn’t help their grade when I felt nauseated by their 
PowerPoint or Prezi. 
 
This coach saw a lapse in resources and support available for students. He felt the same way as a 
student, adding, “When I was younger, I think I was frustrated in these classes where this end 
product was the expectation, but there was no guidance on how to get there from the start to the 
finish.” 
Other coaches had reservations about multiliteracy projects for different reasons. One 
coach acknowledged that learning how to make webpages, brochures, or podcasts in college 





would transfer to each student’s career interests. This coach felt that basic skills would transfer 
but wondered how much making a non-science webpage, brochure, or podcast in a composition 
course would help a student in a scientific career. 
Other coaches were concerned about what a focus on multiliteracies would mean for 
writing. One coach focused on first-year composition as a preparation course and was concerned 
that a focus on multiliteracies would create gaps in students’ readiness for writing research 
papers in future college courses: 
I think that writing coaching, athletics, and tutoring are where I start to feel that it’s not 5 
out of 5. Because when we have students that have taken English 105 [sections] that are 
really focused on the non-traditional genres—like they do a conference paper for one 
unit, and an interview for one unit, they do a Twine for one unit, and they never end up 
writing a thesis statement with paragraphs and topic sentences—then they kind of, the 
next class that they’re in, which isn’t interested in multimodal composition, when they’re 
supposed to write a 10 page research paper, they’re completely freaked out. And they 
weren’t taught in their class specifically that was teaching them composition. They were 
not really given those skills. 
 
While rhetoric and composition scholars (e.g., Smit, 2004; Downs and Wardle, 2007; Wardle, 
2009) have challenged the idea that first-year composition should or could realistically be an 
effective service course to prepare students to write in all other college classes, that is often the 
stated goal of FYC programs, including the one at UNC, and these coaches were wary of how 
multiliteracies might work against that. Another coach echoed this point by voicing the concern 
that a focus on multiliteracies would limit students’ ability to make arguments: 
I guess what I would be against, unless it’s like a class that's specifically multimodal 
composition, would be a class where every unit was digital and didn’t have some sort of 
product that involved an argument with paragraphs and topic sentences that they had to 
wrangle out of their high school five-paragraph thesis statements and their generic 
introductions and conclusions. I think there’s an important value in them writing a 
conference paper or our genre-based version of that. That’s a hard task...but to me, the 
downside of the multimodal coin is that you can sometimes escape the hard task of 






While multimodal genres require students to build arguments, this coach felt it was important for 
students to learn how to build arguments in traditional written papers. Another coach called for a 
similar amount of balance by saying, “I think college classes are already lacking in terms of 
writing. So you’ll ask students who’ve graduated, and they’ll say ‘Oh, I haven’t written a paper 
since freshman year.” Many coaches saw a future in which students could make use of 
multimodal composition skills but also traditional writing skills, and they wanted the curriculum 
to reflect that balance. 
 Another coach pumped the brakes on multiliteracies because of possible misalignments 
between student expectations and reality in what they are signing up for when enrolling in a 
course. She explained how instructors in non-technical fields may not be best positioned to teach 
multiliteracies: 
I wouldn’t have wanted [multiliteracy assignments] when I was a student. I guess if I 
wanted to learn how to make a Twine or a podcast or a blog or something, I would want 
to feel like I was learning from the actual experts—like the professionals who do that or 
like the School of...if you graduate from us, this is your job or something. 
  
She also questioned the extent to which students could navigate multimodal tools and genres to 
produce good, meaningful products. She said, referring to a session with a brochure creator: 
I’ve very seldomly seen someone come in here with a term paper that was as bad a term 
paper as that was a bad brochure, and they did a ton of research. They actually had far too 
many sources for this. So I know they worked really hard on it, but it was like so super 
bad. So it made me think that maybe this is harder than it looks, and it’s hard to sneak 
[multimedia] into a class that’s not about it. 
 
This coach and others provided counterpoints to what they perceived as over-enthusiasm about 
or overemphasis on multiliteracies. Still, the overall perspective of the coaches on multiliteracies 
was positive. Coaches felt confident, successful, and invested in multiliteracy sessions, and they 





Coach training recommendations. When asked what training they would recommend 
for multiliteracy online sessions, the most common answers were either no additional training or 
a proportional amount to what we already offer. One coach’s comment was representative:  
You and Vicki [Former Assistant Director Vicki Behrens] would know a lot better than I 
would, but if we did some training on multimedia projects, I feel like eventually it would 
be part of what we do just like anything else. Like oh, we do CVs, we do resumes and 
applications.  Because I think in terms of, this is all relevant, this is all composition, 
right? We think in images, and the written text are no different. They’re just symbols. We 
know that and so we can work with [multimedia] always. 
 
Another coach argued that additional training would be a hindrance: 
Because I honestly feel coaching in a multimedia session and non-multimedia session 
uses the same principles, I think expertise does not help here. In fact, I feel knowing more 
might be a hindrance because I might be thinking about all the cool or ingenious things 
one could do with whatever program or multimedia project. I think knowing the bare 
minimum about the type of project actually helps because there is less self-management 
involved. 
 
Many coaches saw a parallel between how they position themselves as multiliteracy respondents 
and how they regularly position themselves as non-experts in any coaching session. More often, 
though, coaches called for moderate amounts of training at the level of basic exposure. One 
coach said: 
I don't think much additional training is necessary, but it could be useful to review the 
genres and discuss strategies that often come up in multimedia sessions (as we do with 
other genres like application essays and lab reports). Also, explorations of different 
multimedia genres would get writing coaches more familiar and comfortable with 
different features of multimedia projects. 
 
Coaches like this one often qualified their suggestions by framing them in the form of “If we did 
X, it would be great, but X is not necessary”—as was the case with this comment: “I am used to 
being a non-specialist in tons of fields/genres, and this is no different. However, I think it could 
possibly be helpful to get some training in various multimedia projects so that we can work on 





While coaches were comfortable being non-specialists, they still had plenty of 
suggestions for improving training. Many coaches suggested getting used to multiliteracy online 
submissions via role playing and scenarios in which they talked through how to respond to 
sample texts and hypothetical student concerns, which is what we actually did in our one-hour 
staff meeting at the beginning of the year. One coach felt that scenarios would help them 
“anticipate what kind of unique concerns a student might have with regards to a multimedia 
project.” Several coaches used the words “exposure” and “practice” to describe what they felt 
they needed. They wanted exposure to multimodal texts to increase their familiarity and comfort 
levels, and they wanted to imagine actual scenarios in which students brought in multimodal 
texts to practice how they might respond. Some of the coaches suggested writing trial online 
responses that involved multiliteracy projects, while others suggested simply reading and 
analyzing past sample responses to multiliteracy online submissions.  
Some of the coaches felt like practicing reader response was of particular importance for 
multiliteracy online sessions. While we offered training sessions on reader response with print 
drafts, the coaches felt like explicit practice with multimodal texts would have been helpful. One 
coach asked for more “strategies for how to respond to calls for subjective feedback” and 
training in “how to respond when a student asks how something looks or feels.” The coaches felt 
that preparing some language for asking questions and reacting to multimodal texts was 
important. 
Several coaches also felt like having an explicit discussion about how to translate 
principles from our pedagogy to multiliteracy projects would be helpful in allaying coach 
anxieties that multiliteracy online sessions would be drastically different. One coach wanted to 





projects.” For one coach, this included an emphasis on not making assumptions and staying open 
to multiple possibilities as well as sharing feedback from an "outside" peer perspective rather 
than an authoritative audience or the student’s intended audience. In a later survey response, this 
same coach simply sought "permission to use common sense” in adapting writing center 
principles to respond to multimodal texts. 
While coaches did not feel that technical skill was necessary, a few coaches felt like 
exposing coaches to design principles and giving some basic vocabulary for talking about 
multimodal compositions would be helpful. One coach wanted “genre-specific language for 
talking about different types of projects.” Another coach who himself has a great deal of digital 
literacy suggested “specialized training about visual literacy, analyzing visual media, basic color 
palette rules, and other core concepts of photography, film, and graphic design.” Another coach 
suggested co-training with Design Lab or Media Resources Center to learn some multiliteracy-
related vocabulary. As another coach explained, “[It] is hard to ask a student why she chose 
quick cuts instead of fades if the coach does not know that fades are an option available in film.” 
Another coach added that “[a] little technical knowledge may help coaches understand what 
revisions are reasonably possible.” While the coaches didn’t feel it was necessary to be so 
digitally literate to create the projects themselves, they felt like having exposure and vocabulary 
to talk about multimodal texts would have been helpful in their sessions. 
One coach gave an in-depth explanation of this kind of balance and prioritization with 
technical skill and digital literacy in training: 
I don’t think you need skills necessarily. Like I don’t think to talk about a graphic design 
project, you need to have been able to create a similar product. What I think would be 
important to train on, and what I would prioritize, is kind of the underlying rules and 
philosophies that drive visual media. So understanding sort of simple photography 
fundamentals like the rule of thirds or frequency with which triangular shapes appear in 





for an audience watching a film?...[Understanding] not necessarily how a camera does 
that but what sort of outcomes these things have for an audience is probably what I would 
prioritize. What outcomes do common visual structures have for the audience? Because 
then you can frame your response to somebody. You can say, ‘When you did this, this is 
what happened to me as an audience member and this is why that may have happened. 
Perhaps a different technique might clarify your message,’ something along those lines. 
 
This coach and others felt like some baseline digital literacy would be helpful to the point of 
enabling coaches to be skilled readers and respondents. 
 The most common training deficit that coaches wanted to see addressed was providing 
handouts or other resources specific to multiliteracy projects. While we have online resources 
available for most traditional writing topics, we did not have similar resources for multiliteracy 
projects, and the coaches often found themselves searching the web—at times uncomfortably—
looking for guides to help students. The coaches felt like creating these resources and having a 
curated collection of resources from around the web would have been helpful as they responded 
to students. One coach described how not having guides created a sense that he needed expertise: 
“Because of the lack of handouts/guides, it seems somewhat important that a writing coach have 
some kind of background experience to effectively think through an online session for 
multimedia.” Our coaches are accustomed to using handouts in moments where a student is 
seeking advice or expertise, rather than drawing on their own sense of expertise. Developing a 
storehouse of effective resources would go a long way to restoring coaches’ confidence in 
operating as non-experts. 
Discussion of Training 
 While the coaches identified several areas where additional training would have been 
helpful, none of the coaches suggested that any additional training was a necessary condition for 
succeeding at multiliteracy online sessions. They felt confident and successful without the 





generally feasible and would be possible to implement within our existing training program. The 
coaches did not feel that they needed to become a specialized multimodal “super tutor” in order 





CHAPTER 5: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION – DEMAND 
While the New London Group, John Trimbur, David Sheridan and others saw 
multiliteracies as the future, Michael Pemberton was an early skeptic of how much demand 
writing centers would have for multiliteracies. The more recent work of Clint Gardner, Megan 
Roe, Jennifer Grouling, and Jackie Grutsch McKinney also explored demand as an important 
question for determining how and to what extent to address multiliteracies in a writing center. 
The scholarship led me to ask how frequently—and under what circumstances—would students 
seek out newly offered multiliteracy support from a traditional writing center. When I designed 
this study, it was clear that multiliteracy projects were common in the Writing Program and other 
courses on campus, but it was unclear how much student demand there would be for 
multiliteracy support offered by the Writing Center. 
Results 
A dramatic increase in student usage from the pilot focused on face-to-face coaching to 
the full study focused on online coaching suggested that online coaching was a promising 
starting point for building multiliteracy support. In this section, I will report on and explore the 
implications of how the move of the service online netted an increase in demand. Following Lori 
Salem’s call (2016) to investigate writing center “‘non-visits’ and ‘non-visitors’,” I will report 
why some students opted out of using the online service for support. Students’ use of the service 
and reasons for not using the service both pointed toward even more latent demand for 





The Question of Demand for Multiliteracy Support 
 The results from my study indicate that while active promotion of the service at a point of 
need was paramount to getting students to submit drafts, there was indeed interest in online 
support for multiliteracies once students understood how, why, where, and when to get it from 
the Writing Center. 
Demand in the pilot vs. the full study. In the Spring 2016 pilot study, when I visited 
classes at the beginning of the semester, only 3 students used the Writing Center for multiliteracy 
support; students had apparently forgotten about us by the time they were immersed in their 
projects and potentially in need of feedback. In the final version of the study (Fall 2016–Spring 
17), I visited classes approximately 7–10 days before project due dates, and this netted 110 
online multiliteracy sessions. In the academic year following the study (Fall 2017–Spring 2018), 
I did not visit any classes, and there were only 4 online multiliteracy sessions.  
The success of the online service during the study and subsequent drop-off in usage after 
the study suggests at least two things. First, active promotion of the service at a point of need 
was necessary to drive interest. And second, that interest proved to be self-limiting without 
continued promotion. Students’ use of the service during the study and satisfaction with the 
results suggests that there was demand for the service and that students saw value in it, but 
demand was obviously driven artificially by the study. This behavior may have occurred because 
students did not automatically associate the center with multiliteracies, and they may not have 
the same help-seeking behaviors with multiliteracies as they might with others types of writing 
projects. What students needed was a timely bit of information and encouragement, which is 
likely the case for any fledgling student service, multiliteracies or not, until it gains enough 





Furthermore, while 112 students submitted multiliteracy projects to the online coach, that 
represents a small percentage of the total students who received an invitation to submit during a 
class visit. I visited 41 class with approximately 19 students per class, so approximately 779 
students heard my invitation, with only 14% taking action and submitting multiliteracy drafts 
after hearing it. Even with active promotion, a minority of students chose to use the service, but 
the 14% was more than the approximate 4% of all undergraduate students who used the Online 
Coach in 2016–17. Once students were made aware of the service, even if they were not 
breaking down the doors of the online portal, they showed real, significant interest in the service. 
Why students opted out. To better understand why the remaining 86% did not submit 
drafts, I reached out to them at the end of the semester and invited them to complete a survey 
asking why they opted out. A total of 98 students responded, and their responses revealed that 
forgoing online feedback was mostly a logistical decision rather than a principled one. 
As I analyzed the results, I initially wondered if some students, as is the case for our 
service in general, preferred to visit face-to-face instead, but only 2 of the 98 reported making an 
in-person appointment for multiliteracy projects. However, 17 (~17%) of the students responded 
that they used a Writing Center service for another type of project during the semester, and the 
great majority of those students (14 out of 17) reported visiting in person. The small number of 
in-person appointments for multiliteracy projects suggests that the online format proved to be a 
preferable format for students using our service for multiliteracy projects, presumably because it 
was a low-stakes way to try the service and a minimal time investment for students. 
Interestingly, 17 students who opted out of an appointment for a multiliteracy project reported 
making an appointment for a writing assignment. That some students used the online service for 





the expressed purpose of the multiliteracy class visit, there was possibly a benefit to them 
hearing about the Writing Center in general. 
 Students had many reasons for not submitting multiliteracy drafts, but time was the most 
prominent theme. 45 students (46%) said they were simply too busy. The students were juggling 
multiliteracy projects in the midst of chaotic lives as students. As one student said, “I was busy 
preparing for three tests of other courses at the same time as doing the infographic project for 
ENGL 105.” Another student commented on how he deprioritized seeking out feedback in the 
context of a busy schedule: “I did not use the multimedia [resources] because I had too many 
things going on and simply felt that my time would be better spent doing other work than taking 
the time to submit useful responses to the questions provided.” Another student seemed 
optimistic that the online coaching service would be a “great resource” but said that he was too 
busy to remember to use it before the deadline. 
 In addition to general busyness, 17 students (17%) cited not finishing the project in time 
as a reason that they opted out of using the service. They might have planned on using the 
service but did not complete drafts in enough time to use the service. One student was concerned 
about being able to act on the feedback he received given the short timeline: “I procrastinated 
writing until the last minute, so by the time I had it finished, there would not have been enough 
time to receive feedback and implement it into my project.” Other students felt they needed the 
time to work instead of seeking out feedback. “I tend to go into overdrive when it comes to 
multimedia projects,” one student said, “and as a result of this, I was working on the project up 
until the deadline.”  
 Similarly, 16 students (16%) were concerned that they wouldn’t get a response soon 





weather means a longer wait. This deterred one student: “I had planned on sending a draft on a 
Friday, but the weather indicator said that it would take a business day or two and it was due on 
Tuesday. Had I remembered to do it earlier, the Writing Center would have been beneficial to 
me.” Another student expressed similar sentiments: “I was too busy to the point where I did not 
start the Jing in time to submit and receive feedback before the due date.  I would have been 
more than happy to submit one, I just was not responsible with my timing to where I was able to 
submit one.” These students and others were optimistic that feedback would have been helpful, 
but they didn’t feel they would have enough time to get it, especially with an online format 
where the response turnaround time was uncertain. 
 Besides issues of time, the next most frequent reason that students cited for not 
submitting drafts was memory. 36 students or 37% said that they forgot. The following student 
comment is representative: “I knew that there was a suggestion to upload the assignment to the 
Writing Center, but I forgot about it once I actually completed the project.” Once immersed in 
the project, the class visit and the Writing Center faded from memory, which speaks to the 
delicate balance of timing promotional visits: if I visited a class too early, students didn’t yet 
have an understanding of the project or what kind of feedback they might need, but if I visited 
too late, they wouldn’t have enough time to seek out feedback. 
 Motivation in addition to memory also held students back from submitting drafts. Many 
students (26 or 27%) felt that they didn’t want or need feedback. Confidence was a theme for the 
students who selected that as a reason. “I was satisfied and confident with my assignments and 
did not need help,” one student said. Another student asserted that “My projects did not need 
feedback” and that she “felt confident” about her work. Another student added, “I thought my 





student added to the time wasting theme: “I just didn’t want too. I felt like it would be pointless.” 
Some students did not even consider seeking out feedback beyond the instructor. One said, “It 
never occurred to me to have anyone other than my teacher look over it. I never had any 
substantial difficulty working and revising it so I never felt like I needed the extra help.” While it 
is unclear if project quality or grades matched confidence levels, it is clear that nearly a fourth of 
the students in the follow-up service questioned whether they needed feedback on their 
multiliteracy projects. That leaves three-fourths of the students who did not feel so confident that 
they would not benefit from feedback. While multiliteracy projects may not invoke the same 
types of anxieties as print projects for some students, that was not the case for the majority of 
students. 
 Uncertainty about the service was another reason that students remained on the sideline. 
18 students (18%) checked “Wasn’t sure what to expect” as a reason for not submitting a draft. 
Most student explanations of this took this student’s tack: “I will probably use it in the future, I 
would just forget to go and didn't know exactly how helpful the feedback would be.” One 
student, combining the themes of uncertainty and time, said, “It actually did seem like a valuable 
resource but I was not sure what to expect or how beneficial it would actually be. Also whether it 
would be worth the time.” Another student felt self-conscious about sharing their podcast with a 
faceless stranger: “I didn't know what to expect, so I wasn't completely comfortable with going 
through the submission. It's this and because of the fact that I'm not comfortable with hearing my 
voice on recordings.” Despite what I considered to be the low-stakes investment of filling out the 
submission form and uploading the draft, for these students, uncertainty about the return on 





 19 of the 98 students simply sought out feedback elsewhere, with 16 indicating that the 
feedback they received from within the class (from instructors and peers) was sufficient. This 
student’s comment captures that sentiment: “I received helpful feedback from my teacher and 
did not feel as though I needed to go to the Writing Center as well.” Another student added “I did 
not think about it because I was more focused on what my teacher wanted.” Interestingly, only 3 
students indicated that they used another campus resource. I expected a great deal more to have 
used the terrific Media Resources Center or Design Lab for feedback, for instance, and it is likely 
that a greater percentage of students outside the 98 who responded to the survey did. But the 
survey results suggest that students are more likely to stay close to home and take whatever 
feedback they get within the course from their peers and instructor. 
 To my surprise, only four students said they needed technical support instead of what our 
service could offer, a number that was below what I expected. The students did not seem to have 
the expectation that the Writing Center would provide technical assistance, and they were able, 
after the class visits, to understand that our focus would be on rhetorical issues. For example, one 
student who wanted technical help expressed an understanding that the Writing Center Online 
Coach would not be the best place for that. He described why he chose not to submit a draft: “I 
worked on this project with a group and we had a lot of time in class to edit and revise our 
project. I didn't necessarily think I need content help, just technical assistance.” This student 
understood that the Writing Center was not an all-in-one resource, that the Writing Center could 
help with rhetorical issues only, and that he would have to find technical help elsewhere.  
 The reasons that students cited for not using the service nearly all had to do with logistics 
or efficiency: time, busyness, motivation, memory, not wanting or needing feedback or wanting 





not travel through the Writing Center, and many of the students did not find it necessary to take 
the extra step. To my surprise, very few students were conceptually opposed to using the Writing 
Center for help with multiliteracy projects. Only one student checked the box for “The Writing 
Center is for writing, not multimedia.” Likewise, only one student cited the reputation of the 
Writing Center and only one cited a negative past experience with the Writing Center for not 
using the service. Since these responses were outliers, it is clear that it was not the writing 
center-ness of the Writing Center that was a barrier to students seeking out feedback; student 
decisions about whether to use the service or not were much less personal and theoretical than 
that and rooted in the cost-benefit analyses that students have to generate in the midst of their 
busy lives as students. 
Student confidence with multimodal compositions. While it is possible to assume that 
college students are confident multimodal composers who do not need support, even at the 
moment of immersion in multiliteracies in their composition courses, the students in this study 
who submitted multiliteracy projects to the Online Coach had varying confidence levels. This 
lack of confidence points to more latent demand for multiliteracy support. 
While students felt very confident with presentations and moderately confident about 
blogs, Figure 5.1 shows that most did not feel confident with podcasts, and there were mixed 
































In aggregate across modalities, students reported mixed confidence levels: 
 
Figure 5.2. Student overall confidence with multimodal compositions 
 
Even with very high levels of confidence with presentations, Figure 5.2 shows that nearly 48% 
of students felt neutral or unconfident about other multimodal compositions. Like the data on 
why students opted out of the service, this suggests that there was a need for support, even 
among students who wouldn't have actively sought it out. 
Student investment in multiliteracy projects. Student attitudes toward multimodal 
compositions in their current courses and college courses in general also suggested a need for 
support. Figure 5.3 indicates that students generally felt positive about their current multimodal 
course projects, but the same number of students felt “neutral” about them as the number who 











Figure 5.3. Student attitudes toward their multimodal course projects 
 
Figure 5.4 shows that student attitudes were slightly more neutral to negative when considering 
multimodal compositions in college in general. 
 











































Students saw several benefits of multimodal compositions in their current courses and in college 
in general. The most common theme in their responses was that multimodal assignments allowed 
them to gain experience and learn genres that would transfer into their careers. A student 
explained: “You need to know how to present ideas in different forms because for most jobs, 
you're not going to be asked to sit down and write 20 pages on a book you just read. You have to 
present your ideas in a PowerPoint or some other form to your team.” Another student added that 
she expected that she would be expected to design in addition to write in her career: “You’re 
actually going to have to make things look nice,” she said. A third student observed that 
multimedia is “a way to show a person your point, to persuade them, which can’t always be done 
by handing them an essay. I want to be a doctor, so I assume at some point, I’m going to have to 
try to get people to see my reasons, and it’s more helpful to have PowerPoint and...multimedia 
projects that promote speaking.” 
The students widely expressed that multimodality was increasingly going to be a part of 
how they imagined their professional futures. One student described, for instance, how a 
personal media essay she did in an English class was good preparation for her medical 
applications:  
Just thinking about how to construct a personal essay in a video format or multimedia 
format was such a great skill because I know that for me personally, because like if I ever 
wanted to go to like medical school or dental school, since I’m pre-health, that a lot of 
them require a personal essay that have to be on videos now. You have to give a video 
about yourself. And just being able to work with [Adobe] Premiere Pro now and having 
the skill and being able to construct a personal essay in that format, I think was really 
good. 
 
This student appreciated the technical skill and genre flexibility that she learned from her English 





Other students appreciated courses that moved beyond PowerPoint to challenge students 
with multimodal projects that felt newer to them. One student, for instance, appreciated the 
opportunity to use Tableau for data visualization because of how it would enhance his ability to 
present, which he regarded as integral to his future. He said, “I think that there are like some very 
cool softwares that are coming out, and I feel like just being able to use PowerPoint—most of us 
have like a pretty ok understanding of PowerPoint...I feel like we should all be able up our 
PowerPoint standards and also try things like Tableau.” While learning Tableau was a challenge 
for him, both the newness of the challenge and its clear application to his future appealed to him. 
Some students felt like particular multimodal composition skills should be taught across 
the curriculum. One student said: 
Obviously, those are skills that I could put into my science and my research. For 
example, I need to know how to be able to make data visualizations and make them look 
good for journal submissions. So I think this is a key part of college curriculums and not 
just in the English department. This is something that should be taught in like chemistry 
for example or any of the sciences. 
 
The students thought in very practical terms about how they could apply multiliteracies to future 
academic and professional challenges.  
Some students appreciated multimedia projects for less future-focused reasons. Many 
students, for instance, appreciated that multimodal compositions were a change of pace from 
papers. One student explained succinctly, “I enjoy doing multimedia projects because they are 
different from the norm. I would much prefer write a blog post than a paper.” Creativity was a 
theme in what students appreciated about multiliteracy projects relative to papers. One student 
said, “I think this is a more useful and helpful thing than a paper and it's more enjoyable to 
because you can be a bit creative.” Another student added, “I love creating things. I would much 





multiliteracy projects allowed her to express herself, whereas papers feel “kind of monotonous.” 
One student pointed out how multiliteracies invite a different kind of thinking, noting that “it 
forces students to think about topics in more than just a typical essay.” The consensus was that 
multiliteracy projects are, as one student put it, “more engaging and provide a much needed 
break from tedious assignments.” Or, put less enthusiastically by another student, multiliteracy 
projects are “better than writing essays, but still not very interesting.” 
 Relatedly, other students appreciated that multiliteracy projects allowed them to play to 
their strengths and show some personality and style in their work. One student explained: 
I think multiliteracy projects are extremely important in college courses because they 
allow students to add their personal style to their work. Although it is possible to add 
personality in essays and written work, I find this more challenging. In my experience, 
working with a video was really a way for me to show what I got out of the project. 
 
Some students felt like the alternative mediums of multimodal compositions gave them an 
opportunity to showcase their abilities and put more of themselves into their work than what they 
could in other assignments. 
 Multiliteracies did not have universal appeal among the students. They also saw some 
drawbacks, some of which were the same as the benefits that other students named. The most 
common complaint was that the particular multimodal assignments that they completed were too 
particular for them to apply to their futures. One student questioned how the assignment to make 
a one-minute podcast in the style of NPR’s Sixty Second Science segments would benefit her: 
“I'm still not sure how this project will help my writing and research. It's very constrained since 
we have to do it in the exact style of 60-Seconds.” Other students objected to the need to learn to 
use particular software in the course by saying, “I am not looking forward to figuring out a 
complex sound editing program that I will definitely not be using for a future career.” Another 





video software. He wondered, “So what did this one project, how did this one project help any of 
us, especially the people who aren’t like, familiar with this? So they have to learn in a week how 
to use Adobe Audition, they scream and cry and figure it out, and then they don’t use it again for 
the next three years.” Some students saw the cost-benefit equation of multiliteracy projects turn 
toward the negative when instructors required what they regarded as overly complex technology 
to be part of the projects. A student summed this point up: 
Well, I think the multimedia things can be good and better only if they're not 
complicating it more than they need to be. So what I mean by that is sometimes 
instructors will make use of a medium that's really difficult. Instead of PowerPoint or 
something simple, they complicate it and say, ‘Use this website, use this thing where you 
have to upload a ton of files, use just, like, weird stuff.’ 
 
So while some students were excited to move beyond PowerPoint and experiment with more 
complex software, other students were more anxious about the learning curve of software for 
which they saw no clear personal utility beyond the course. 
 Some students also felt discouraged by the work required to gain entry level familiarity 
with technology and software. One student expressed her dissatisfaction with multiliteracy 
projects by saying “They are very difficult. I am not a fan of English in the first place, and 
constructing a multimedia project makes it hard, [especially] if I have to watch YouTube for 
hours to figure out what I need to do to work the program.” The time commitment was 
discouraging for this student. Another student offered a similar calculus in explaining why he did 
not like his Twine assignment: “It is a lot of work for very little gain in my opinion. I am not 
interested or well versed at coding at all, and it just made a simple project super difficult. I would 
prefer to just write a paper.” Another student, commenting on a different multimodal project, felt 





course. This student explained how students who struggle with multiliteracy projects might leave 
the course feeling uncertain about what they learned: 
People don’t really take a digital literacy class if it wasn’t required, and this was required.  
So [if] you’re making people work, at least consider that maybe you don’t know how to 
do this as well and maybe that’s something that they could work on. I don’t even know 
how people [manage], if this is their first encounter with these mediums.  Like how 
would they, like what do they come away with? Are they thinking, “Now I know how to 
make a podcast,” or are they thinking “Alright, I really didn’t do that well,” “I should 
work on that”? And then, how do you work on that? Do you just think up your own 
podcast or something? So, I don’t know. 
 
While other students were excited to learn skills that they saw as transferable, learning the 
technical skill needed to create multimodal compositions for the purpose of a first-year 
composition course was daunting and ultimately not worth it for these students. One student who 
was not persuaded that these projects conveyed transferable skills said flatly, “I think that 
multimedia projects are not applicable to work in the world following college.” Regardless of the 
accuracy of this statement, students who felt this way were working through real negativity 
around their course projects. 
 Similarly, some students worried about being evaluated as multimodal novices when the 
stakes were high. One student decided that multimodal projects are “often more fun to write than 
essays but unfortunately also more subjective.” Another student expressed that in content-based 
courses, it would be unfair to be graded on multimodal projects. He said, “I think that it really 
depends on how they are implemented and graded. For instance, a biology class may not be the 
best class to grade a podcast as a midterm or final.” These students were only on board with 
multimodal compositions if they suited the goals of the course and if they felt like the grading 
practices were fair. 
 Other students simply felt bored or disengaged by multiliteracy projects. PowerPoints, for 





their academic careers. As one put it, “I think a lot of us are kind of like going through the 
motions.” But even more challenging assignments were dismissed by some students. One student 
preferred the straightforwardness of papers, saying of multiliteracy projects: “I don't like to 
design things that require me to be creative.” Another student added, “I understand that 
multimedia projects are useful and make students think creatively. However, it is not for 
everyone and can be a struggle to be creative in these projects.” While many students appreciated 
the creative outlets that their multimodal assignments afforded, others would have preferred not 
to summon their creative powers. 
 These varying student attitudes about multiliteracy trended toward positive, but both the 
pros and cons that students voiced suggest a need for support. The pro multiliteracy attitudes 
suggest that students are engaging meaningfully in these projects and are understanding them as 
substantive parts of their education. The more negative takes suggest an undercurrent of anxiety 
and frustration that students are experiencing during these projects. That is no different from 
print assignments, of course, and students with both positive and negative feelings about 
multiliteracies would likely benefit from the kind of empathetic peer discussion and talking 
through challenges that happens in writing centers. 
Other sources of multiliteracy support. Additionally, another marker of “demand” is 
how students were seeking out feedback outside the writing center. It is notable that while 
students frequently sought out feedback from instructors and classmates, they much less 
frequently sought out feedback from outside their course contexts. Friends were the most 






Figure 5.5. Other sources of multiliteracy support 
 
It is unclear how often students voluntarily sought out feedback from classmates and instructors 
since most composition courses at UNC have peer and instructor feedback built into the course. 
That over a third of students sought out feedback from friends suggests an interest in feedback 
external to their courses. It therefore surprised me that very few students reported visiting the 
Media Resources Center or Design Lab for help. There are many possible reasons for the low 
reported usage of these services by student participants in this project. Students may not have 
known about the MRC or Design Lab. They may have had time pressures that prevented them 
from using these services. They may not have been able to find appointment. Or they may have 










































Discussion of Demand 
The picture of student demand gathered from this study points not to a lack of demand for 
feedback on multimodal projects, but rather a need to inform students about the service at a point 
of need. The online format also lowered the barrier for getting feedback. The trend was that 
when students knew about the service at a point of need, they tried the service. When they were 
not aware of the service or encountered the service at a point where they were not in need of 
feedback, they bypassed it. There was in fact student demand for feedback on multimodal 
compositions, but it was not immediately self-sustaining, and getting students to act and seek out 
feedback in the Writing Center specifically required an information campaign. As Lori Salem 
pointed out, choosing to use the writing center is in part a personal choice and in part rooted in 
“deeper social factors” that are complex enough to warrant further study of non-visitors (pp. 160-
161). A more sustained and nuanced understanding of why students would opt out of 
multiliteracy support in both online and face-to-face formats is needed; even so, the results here 
suggest that a significant number of students will opt in to multiliteracy support if they hear 
about it at the right time and understand how it works. This result, combined with students’ 
varying degrees of confidence with multimodal composing and their sense that multiliteracies 
play an important role in their education and career, suggest that writing centers have good 






CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 
In this study, I asked whether a minimalist, asynchronous online approach would be an 
effective way for a traditional writing center to offer multiliteracy support. The findings suggest 
that traditional writing centers are likely to find success with this model. Asynchronous online 
coaching can provide writing centers with a low-investment, low-barrier, and effective way to 
help students with the rhetorical components of multiliteracy projects.  
David Sheridan’s vision of a full-blown, all-in-one multiliteracy center run by specialized 
tutors capable of helping students with both the technical and rhetorical elements of composition 
might be ideal for the specific goal of supporting multiliteracies. However, such a center does 
not exist at UNC-CH, and at this particular institution and others, an integrated support service 
for multiliteracies would be infeasible and would detract from the Writing Center’s other 
missions. Students and coaches in this study generally were not frustrated by a separation of 
technology and rhetoric, and students generally understood and were pleased with what the 
Writing Center could offer them. Furthermore, despite the field’s doubts about asynchronous 
online tutoring, students in this study appreciated the format and used the Writing Center more 
frequently for multiliteracy projects when given an online option.  
Students in the study extoled the virtues of asynchronous online support when explaining 
why the online responses they received were helpful. Student satisfaction was generally high 
with students “grading” their sessions somewhere between a B+ and A- GPA, with 94% of 
students giving the Writing Center an A or a B. Coach responses generally met or exceeded 





away from the exchange. The students valued feedback specificity and personalization over 
everything else. They also valued thorough, copious feedback and were comfortable ignoring 
feedback they disagreed with. The asynchronous format typically provided the students with a 
degree of thoroughness that they appreciated and were pleasantly surprised by. The students 
expressed appreciation for the same features that have made the Writing Center’s asynchronous 
online service a longstanding, popular service for traditional writing projects since its inception. 
Multiliteracy projects proved to be no different. 
The minority of unsatisfied students were frustrated by non-specific, un-actionable 
feedback and by vague, generic, or “off the mark” feedback. Some complained about linking to 
handouts and preferred more direct, constructive criticism of and questions about their texts. 
These criticisms have been raised with non-multiliteracy face-to-face and online sessions alike 
and also widely researched and discussed in the field’s literature (e.g., Brooks, 1991; Clark, 
2001; Corbett, 2013; Mackiewicz and Thompson, 2014; Nordlof, 2014; Hedengren and Lockerd, 
2017). Concerns about non-directive feedback are ongoing challenges in writing centers that can 
be and have been limited through regular training. 
Overall, students were not frustrated or disappointed by the Writing Center’s lack of 
focus or expertise on the technical dimensions of the composing process. A minute number of 
students wished that their coaches had more technical expertise, but most students wanted and 
expected “reader” feedback. They understood that technical help was available through other 
resources online or at the Media Resources Center or Design Lab.  
It was clear that the Writing Center could work in a complementary way to these 
services. From a practical standpoint, the Writing Center can contribute additional resources, and 





peer coaches who can serve more students than the current staff of the Design Lab and MRC. 
From a pedagogical standpoint, we can add our experience in providing coaching and rhetorical 
support: helping students set goals, responding as readers, asking questions, engaging students in 
revision strategies, sharing resources, and all the usual writing center pedagogical approaches. 
While insider feedback from those skilled and experienced in multiliteracy projects is 
undoubtedly helpful, outsider feedback can be equally helpful as coaches can ask naïve questions 
and react from the point of view of consumers. This experiment showed that a variety of campus 
resources for multiliteracies can co-exist in harmony and serve different student needs. 
Similarly, our coaches were undeterred by their relative lack of technical expertise and 
generally felt well-equipped to transfer their writing coaching training and expertise in 
responding online to multimodal projects. They felt that training efforts should be proportional to 
other aspects of our service. They wanted any additional training to focus on equipping coaches 
not with technical expertise, but with the design vocabulary and genre awareness to help students 
with the multimodal elements of their projects. They also thought that resource development and 
genre awareness should be another point of emphasis. However, for the most part, the coaches 
felt that they were readily able to adapt their existing skill sets to multiliteracy projects. 
While students who used the service appreciated their feedback, and while writing 
coaches felt confident in their feedback, students only used the service when they learned about 
it at a point of hypothetical need. The question of demand is a chicken and egg one. Writing 
centers may need to actively promote the service in order for students to associate the writing 
center with multiliteracies, see value in the service, and generate regular demand where students 
come back without active promotion. Students who did not use the service did so primarily 





about how the Writing Center could help with multiliteracies. The time demands of multimodal 
compositions are extensive for students and may point toward a need for more planning and 
collaboration with course instructors to encourage students to seek out feedback.  
Directions for Future Research 
Future research could build on this project to increase the field’s understanding of online 
tutoring as a way for traditional writing centers to support multiliteracy projects without radical 
transformation. Most importantly, since this study is local research particular to this writing 
center and institutional context, future research in this area should be cross-institutional and 
involve a variety of institution types with a variety of resources, affordances, and constraints. 
Longitudinal research would also give a better indication of satisfaction and demand over time 
and how long it would take for demand to become self-sustaining. While this study focused on 
asynchronous online support, it would also be of benefit to compare different varieties of 
asynchronous, synchronous, and face-to-face formats to see which are most effective. Similarly, 
a systematic comparison of multiliteracy sessions with print sessions would be instructive, as 
would comparing how online coaching works for specific genres and modalities under the 
broader heading of multiliteracy projects. Finally, future research could move beyond this 
study’s focus on English composition courses to look at the full ecosystem of courses that are 
making use of the Writing Center. 
Implications for Traditional Writing Centers 
While additional research in this area would benefit the field, this project made it clear 
that in this particular ecosystem, offering asynchronous online support for multiliteracy projects 
was a win-win proposition. It required minimal resources and programmatic change to offer a 
service that students generally found helpful. Other writing centers who are on the fence about 





fear that being non-experts in technology will hold them back. Just as content non-expertise is 
sometimes an asset in a session, technical non-expertise can be an asset too. The expertise that 
writing center administrators and tutors have in teaching, listening, asking questions, and 
responding to readers transfers well to writers and compositions across genres and modalities. 
This study also suggested some targeted, manageable, and easily-implemented ways to 
build on this successful model. Given that a significantly increased number of students submitted 
multiliteracy drafts when the service was introduced to them at a point of need, and given that 
hardly any students submitted drafts without class visits or when class visits were timed too 
early, educating users about the service at a point of need appears to be a good investment. In 
addition to a writing center promoting the service at a point of need through class visits, 
instructors could be encouraged to remind their students at key points in the semester. 
Likewise, the coaches in the study indicated that developing or curating existing 
resources related to multiliteracies would help them feel more confident. Traditional writing 
centers building multiliteracy support should therefore locate or develop a reliable stock of 
multiliteracy-focused resources. To that end, while hiring a staff of graphic design majors is 
unnecessary and ill-advised considering the broader missions of writing centers, writing centers 
should ensure that there is some multiliteracy expertise on staff to find and create resources and 
to increase the staff’s familiarity with multiliteracies. Likewise, writing centers could collaborate 
with relevant campus partners such as libraries and media labs to create resources and improve 
training. While traditional writing center approaches transfer well to multiliteracy work, that 
does not preclude an openness to ongoing change and optimization.  
While multiliteracy support can improve iteratively like any other service, this study 





despite the history of doubt surrounding asynchronous online tutoring, an asynchronous online 
approach proved to be an especially effective inroad for students to get multiliteracy support 
from the Writing Center. While an all-in-one model for multiliteracy support has theoretical 
appeal, this study suggests that asynchronous online tutoring could be a promising place to start 





































APPENDIX 2: COACH STAFF MEETING PLAN  
Materials 
Study description and consent forms, scenarios, discussion questions, multimodal compositions 
and assignments borrowed from first-year composition courses 
  
Plan 
1.     Welcome everyone back from Winter Break and do the usual round of announcements and 
questions. 
2.     Remind the coaches that I sent out everyone an email about my dissertation study, and 
supply the study description and consent form. Give anyone who still wants to participate a 
chance to read the documents and sign the consent form if they so choose. Remind the coaches 
that participation is voluntary and that they can withdraw at any time. If they replied to my email 
with a signed form, there is no need to sign again. 
3.     Introduce the topic of the staff meeting. Say that we are focusing on working with writers 
who bring in multimedia projects like videos, podcasts, and websites. 
4.     Ask if any coaches have already had students bring in multimedia projects to the Writing 
Center. Ask them to share their experiences if they have worked with a student who brought in a 
video, podcast, website, blog, presentation, or other multimodal composition. 
5.     Say we are going to imagine some scenarios in which writers bring in multimodal projects 
and think about how we might approach working with those students. 
6.     Divide the coaches into small groups, assign them each a scenario, tell them to read each 
slip of paper describing the scenario, watch or listen if there is a text, and talk about how they 
might approach working with the student using the supplied discussion questions. 
7.     Reassemble the whole staff and ask each small group to share their scenario and the 
highlights of their discussion. 
8.     Let conversation follow from there and ask the coaches to summarize how they would or 
would not have to shift their practices for multimodal compositions. 
  
Discussion questions 
1.     How would you approach working with this student? 
2.     How was this scenario similar or different from sessions you have experienced in the past? 
3.     What elements of your writing center skillset and training would carry over to this kind of 





A student brings in a draft of a video project that is a response to Robert Frost’s “The Road Not 





She also wants to know if her overall message comes through and if all of the elements in her 




A student brings in a draft of her podcast for an English 105 humanities unit to the Writing 
Center. The assignment is to create an audio shortdoc modeled after the Third Coast Festival’s 
competition. The student wants feedback on organization, her integration of background sounds, 
and whether her shortdoc is as clear and powerful as the competition’s winning entries. 
  
Scenario 3 
A student visits the Writing Center looking for help with a final web portfolio assignment for 
English 105. The assignment is for the student to create a website using web.unc.edu to 
showcase her work in the course and to reflect on her experiences and learning during the 
semester. The assignment says that the reflection could be in any format or place on the website 
and that it is up to the student to decide how to use the reflection to curate her work. Suggested 
topics for reflection include, but are not limited to, an account of the students’ goals and choices 
for each project, the process of composing each unit project (the three big course projects were a 
podcast, a research proposal, and a video), the challenges and benefits of each project, 
similarities and differences between the projects, the student’s history as a writer relative to the 
course, and insight or skills the student has learned about writing from the semester. The student 
is now in the early stages of designing her site. The student is hoping for help brainstorming 





APPENDIX 3: STUDENT SURVEY 
Thanks for agreeing to participate in my dissertation study on multimedia, online tutoring, and 
the Writing Center at UNC. My records indicate that you recently submitted a draft of a 
multimedia project to the Writing Center's online tutoring service. The purpose of this survey is 
to learn about your experiences with the online service and to better understand your background 
and experiences with multimedia and the Writing Center. The survey is designed to take 10 to 15 
minutes to complete; however, response times will vary. 
 
Detailed and candid responses will be much appreciated. Your responses will not be shared with 
your instructor or anyone else except in anonymous form in my dissertation and any other 
publications that result from the study. Publication would only happen AFTER the course is 
over. Participation is voluntary and has no bearing on your grade or standing in your class. 
 
 Thanks again for your participation. Beyond the study incentives listed on the recruitment form, 
my hope is that this study will benefit you and your multimedia projects this semester as you 
connect with the Writing Center. Your participation will also help us at the Writing Center learn 
how to better serve you and other students at UNC. Please feel free to email Alex Funt at 
tafunt@email.unc.edu at any time with any questions. 
 
Q1 What is your first and last name? 
________________________________________________________________ 
  
Q2 What is your UNC email address? 
________________________________________________________________ 
  
Q3 For which course did you submit a multimedia project to the Writing Center's online service? 
(English 105, History 149, etc.) 
________________________________________________________________ 
  
Q4 What is the last name of your course instructor? 
________________________________________________________________ 
  
Q5 The first part of the survey will ask you about your recent experience submitting a draft to the 
Writing Center's online service. 
  
Q6 Prior to this submission, had you ever had a session at the Writing Center or used its online 
service (check all that apply)? 
▢ Yes, I previously had an in-person session at least once. 
▢ Yes, I had previously used the online service at least once. 
▢ No, I had not had an in-person session or used the online service previously. 





Q7 What kind of help were you expecting when you submitted your draft this most recent time 






























 Q11 What kinds of revisions have you made or are you planning to make to your project after 







































   
The second part of the survey will ask you about your multimedia project(s) for your course and 
what other types of resources besides the Writing Center's online service you've used for your 
project. 
  
Q16 Describe the process you went through to create your multimedia project. What did you do 




















Q17 Besides the Writing Center's online service, what other types of feedback, assistance, or 
resources did you seek out BEFORE your online session with the Writing Center? (Check all 
that apply.) 
▢ Instructor's help or input 
▢ Classmate's help or input 
▢ Friend's help or input 
▢ Family member's help or input 
▢ The Media Resources Center 
▢ The Design Lab 
▢ Blogs 
▢ Online video tutorials 
▢ Online handouts 
▢ Textbooks, manuals, handbooks, or other books 
▢ Models or examples of this kind of project 
▢ Other (Please describe.) ________________________________________________ 
▢ Other (Please describe.) ________________________________________________ 
  
Q18 Besides the Writing Center's online service, what other types of feedback, assistance, or 
resources do you plan to seek out after your online session with the Writing Center? (Check all 
that apply.) 
▢ Instructor's help or input 
▢ Classmate's help or input 
▢ Friend's help or input 
▢ Family member's help or input 
▢ The Media Resources Center 
▢ The Design Lab 
▢ Blogs 
▢ Online video tutorials 
▢ Online handouts 
▢ Textbooks, manuals, handbooks, or other books 
▢ Models or examples of this kind of project 
▢ Other (Please describe.) ________________________________________________ 
▢ Other (Please describe.) ________________________________________________ 
  




















Q21 Describe your attitude toward the multimedia projects you submitted to the Writing Center's 
online service. 
 
o Very Negative (1) 
o Negative (2) 
o Neutral (3) 
o Positive (4) 
o Very Positive (5) 
  







Q23 Please describe your attitude toward multimedia projects in college courses in general. 
o Very Negative (1) 
o Negative (2) 
o Neutral (3) 
o Positive (4) 
o Very Positive (5) 
 







Q25 Have you taken a survey for this study before? 
o Yes, I have taken a survey for this study before. 








Q26 Which of the following multimedia compositions have you ever created or helped create in 





▢ Presentation (PowerPoint, Prezi, etc.) 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
▢ I have never created a multimedia composition of any kind. 
  
Q27 In what context(s) did you compose a podcast? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or Junior High 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
   







 Q29 In what context(s) did you compose a video? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior school 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
  











Q31 In what context(s) did you create a website? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
  







Q33 In what context(s) did you compose a blog? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
  







Q35 In what context(s) did you create a presentation (PowerPoint, Prezi, etc.)? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 












Q37 In what context(s) did you compose the multimedia project(s) that you identified as 
"Other"? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
  































Q39 Rate your confidence level composing each of the following. 










Podcast o   o   o   o   o   
Video o   o   o   o   o   
Website o   o   o   o   o   




o   o   o   o   o   
  
Q40 Thanks so much for your responses. Would you be willing to participate  in a short follow-
up interview? This interview could occur at a  convenient time for you by Skype (or Google 









APPENDIX 4: STUDENT FOLLOW-UP SURVEY 
Your course has been involved with my dissertation research project on the Writing Center, 
online tutoring, and multimedia this semester. This is a very brief follow-up survey designed to 
about your experiences and reasons for using or not using the Writing Center's online service. 
The survey is very brief and designed to take less than five minutes to complete. 
 
If you complete the survey, you will be entered into a drawing for one of five $20 Amazon.com 
gift cards. If you complete a short follow-up interview after the survey, you will receive a $5 
Amazon.com gift card. There is a place to indicate your willingness to complete an interview on 
the survey. If you indicate your availability, I will be in touch by email to schedule the interview 
after you complete the survey. 
 
Participation is completely voluntary and has no bearing on your standing in your course. Your 
responses will be kept anonymous. Thank you for your time and your participation in the 
research project! Your perspective would be of great help to both my research and the Writing 
Center. Even if you did not use the online service this semester, your thoughts will be a big help 
to my research. 
  
Q1 What is your first and last name? 
________________________________________________________________ 
  








Q4 What is the last name of your course instructor? 
________________________________________________________________ 
 














Q7 Did you make an in-person appointment at the Writing Center this semester? 
o Yes, for a multimedia project 
o Yes, for a different type of writing project 
o No 
  
Q8 Why did you not submit a multimedia project to the Writing Center's online coaching service 
this semester? (Select all that apply.) 
▢ Too busy 
▢ Forgot 
▢ Didn't finish project in time 
▢ Wasn't sure what to expect 
▢ Concerned about the effect of using the service on grade 
▢ Didn't think I'd get a response soon enough 
▢ Didn't want or need feedback 
▢ Visited the Writing Center in-person instead 
▢ Problem signing into the online system 
▢ Took too long to fill out the submission form 
▢ Problem uploading project 
▢ Received feedback elsewhere (please specify) 
________________________________________________ 
▢ Used another campus resource instead (please specify) 
________________________________________________ 
▢ Reputation of the Writing Center 
▢ Negative past experience with the Writing Center 
▢ The Writing Center is for writing, not multimedia 
▢ Needed technical support more than feedback 
▢ Other (please specify) ________________________________________________ 
  
Q9 Of the reasons that you selected in the previous question, which was most important? 
________________________________________________________________ 





Q10 Please elaborate on why you did not use the Writing Center's multimedia service for your 





Q11 Describe your revision process for this assignment. What kinds of feedback did you 
receive? Where did you receive that feedback? What kinds of things did you focus on in your 







Q12 Thanks so much for your responses. Would you be willing to participate  in a short follow-
up interview? This interview could occur at a  convenient time for you by Skype (or Google 
Hangout, etc.) or in-person,  whichever is most convenient for you. Participants will receive an 
Amazon.com gift card after the interview. 
o Yes 
o No 





APPENDIX 5: COACH SURVEY 
Thanks for participating in my dissertation study on multimedia projects and online tutoring at 
the UNC Writing Center. This survey is intended to gather information about your recent online 
session that involved a multimedia project as well as to understand your background with and 
beliefs about multimedia. The survey is designed to take 10 to 15 minutes to complete; however, 
response times will vary. Detailed and candid responses will be much appreciated. Your 
responses will be reported anonymously, and participation is voluntary and has no bearing on 
your job at the Writing Center. Thanks again for participating in the study. Please feel free to 
email Alex Funt at tafunt@email.unc.edu at any time with questions. 
 
Q1 What is your first and last name? 
________________________________________________________________ 
  
Q2 What is your UNC email address? 
________________________________________________________________ 
  
In the first part of the survey, you will be asked about your recent Writing Center session that 
involved multimedia. 
  
Q3 How did the online session that I referenced in my email to you go, in your opinion? Feel 



























Q5 Which of the following strategies, resources, or topics did you focus on or mention in your 
response? (Check all that apply. Some categories may overlap.) 
▢ The assignment, prompt, or rubric 
▢ Reader's response 
▢ Asking questions 
▢ Audience 
▢ Genre 
▢ Models or examples 
▢ UNC Writing Center handouts or demos 
▢ Web resources from other writing centers 
▢ Other web resources 
▢ Books or manuals 
▢ UNC campus resources 
▢ Technical issues in the project 
▢ Color coding 
▢ Reverse outlining 
▢ Proofreading or editing strategies 
▢ Time management, planning, or related issues 
▢ Praise 
▢ Critique 
▢ Other (Please Describe.) ________________________________________________ 
▢ Other (Please Describe.) ________________________________________________ 
  
Q6 Which aspects of your response (including any of the above strategies) do you see as most 











Q7 What aspects of your response (including any of the above strategies) do you see as least 






Q8 Rate the overall effectiveness of your response. 
o Very ineffective (1) 
o Ineffective (2) 
o Neutral (3) 
o Effective (4) 
o Very effective (5) 
  











Q10 Rate your confidence level responding to students who submit each of the following to the 
online tutor. 










Podcast o   o   o   o   o   
Video o   o   o   o   o   
Website o   o   o   o   o   




o   o   o   o   o   
  



















Q13 What past experiences, ideas, training, knowledge, skills, etc., both from the Writing Center 







Q14 What types of training would you recommend for Writing Center tutors to help students 







Q15 In your opinion, how important is it for tutors to have technical expertise or knowledge 
when helping students with multimedia projects in online tutoring sessions? 
o Not at all important (1) 
o Not so important (2) 
o Neutral (3) 
o Important (4) 
o Very important (5) 
  
















Q18 Which of the following multimedia compositions have you yourself ever created in any 





▢ Presentation (PowerPoint, Prezi, etc.) 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
▢ I have never created a multimedia composition of any kind. 
  
Q19 In what context(s) did you compose a podcast? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Graduate school 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
  















Q21 In what context(s) did you compose a video? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Graduate school 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
  







Q23 In what context(s) did you create a website? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Graduate school 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
  











 Q25 In what context(s) did you create a blog? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Graduate school 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
  







Q27 In what context(s) did you create a presentation (PowerPoint, Prezi, etc.)? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Graduate school 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
  











 Q29 In what context(s) did you compose the multimedia project(s) that you identified as 
"Other"? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Graduate school 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
  

































Q31 Rate your confidence level composing each of the following. 










Podcast o   o   o   o   o   
Video o   o   o   o   o   
Website o   o   o   o   o   







o   o   o   o   o   
  
Q32 Prior to this online session, had you worked with students in any context outside of the 
UNC Writing Center (as a tutor, teacher, etc.) on any of the following multimedia projects? 





▢ Presentation (PowerPoint, Prezi, etc.) 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 


























































Q39 Before this session, had you ever tutored a student who was working on any of the 





▢ Presentation (PowerPoint, Prezi, etc.) 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
▢ I previously had never tutored a student at the UNC Writing Center who was working on a 
multimedia project. 
  
Q40 Please describe what you remember from any past multimedia tutoring sessions you had at 
the UNC Writing Center. What happened during the session? How did it go? Write "N/A" if you 







Q41 Please describe your attitude toward multimedia assignments in college courses in general. 
o Very Negative (1) 
o Negative (2) 
o Neutral (3) 
o Positive (4) 
o Very Positive (5) 
  
Q42 Thanks so much for your responses. Would you be willing to participate in a short follow-
up interview? This interview could occur via Skype (or Google Hangout, etc.) or in-person, 
whichever is most convenient for you. 
o Yes 





APPENDIX 6: INSTRUCTOR SURVEY 
Thanks for participating in my dissertation study on multimedia, online tutoring, and the Writing 
Center. The goal of this survey is to understand your background with multimedia, your 
background with the Writing Center, and your decision-making process around your assignment 
design. The survey is designed to take 10 to 15 minutes to complete; however, response times 
will vary. Detailed and candid responses will be much appreciated. Your responses will be 
reported anonymously, and participation is voluntary. Thanks again for participating in the study. 
Please feel free to email Alex Funt at tafunt@email.unc.edu at any time with questions. 
 
Q1 What is your first and last name? 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Q2 What is your UNC email address? 
________________________________________________________________ 
 








Q5 What is your class meeting day and time (e.g. TR 12:30-1:45)? 
________________________________________________________________ 
  
Q6 What is your building and room number (e.g. MU 202)? 
________________________________________________________________ 
 







 Q7 Which of the following multimedia compositions have you ever created or helped create in 





▢ Presentation (PowerPoint, Prezi, etc.) 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
▢ I have never created a multimedia composition of any kind. 
 
Q8 In what context(s) did you compose a podcast? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Graduate school 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
  














Q10 In what context(s) did you compose a video? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Graduate school 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
  







Q12 In what context(s) did you create a website? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Graduate school 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 















Q14 In what context(s) did you create a blog? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Graduate school 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
 


















Q16 In what context(s) did you create a presentation (PowerPoint, Prezi, etc.)? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Graduate school 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal life 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
 







Q18 In what context(s) did you compose the multimedia project that you identified as "Other"? 
▢ Elementary school 
▢ Middle school or junior high 
▢ High school 
▢ College 
▢ Graduate school 
▢ Work or internship 
▢ Club or organization 
▢ Personal 















Q20 Rate your confidence level composing each of the following. 










Podcast o   o   o   o   o   
Video o   o   o   o   o   
Website o   o   o   o   o   




o   o   o   o   o   
  











Q21 Prior to this course, had you worked with students in any context (as a tutor, teacher, etc.) 





▢ Presentation (PowerPoint, Prezi, etc.) 
▢ Other (Please describe) ________________________________________________ 
▢ I had never taught or tutored a student working on a multimedia composition prior to this 
course. 
 





























































Q28 Rate your confidence level teaching students who are working on each of the following 
multimedia projects. 










Podcast o   o   o   o   o   
Video o   o   o   o   o   
Website o   o   o   o   o   




o   o   o   o   o   
  
Q29 The second-to-last section of the survey will ask you about your experiences teaching 
multimedia in your course(s) this semester. 
 
Q30 Which of the following multimedia compositions have you included in your course(s) this 





▢ Presentation (PowerPoint, Prezi, etc.) 







Q31 Please describe how and why you decided to include these multimedia projects in your 


















Q34 Please describe your planning process for your multimedia assignment(s) this semester. 







Q35 From what you answered in the previous question, which planning strategy, resource, etc. 









Q36 Please describe your attitude toward assigning multimedia projects in college courses in 
general. 
o Very Negative (1) 
o Negative (2) 
o Neutral (3) 
o Positive (4) 
o Very Positive (5) 
 







The final part of the survey will ask you about your views on the Writing Center. 
 
Q38 What is your understanding of what happens when a student submits a draft to the Writing 







Q39 Have you ever been to the Writing Center for an in-person session or submitted a draft to its 
online service (check all that apply)? 
▢ Yes, I have had an in-person session at least once. 
▢ Yes, I have submitted a draft to the online service at least once. 
▢ No, I have not had an in-person session or submitted a draft to the online service. 
  
  





Q40 What observations do you have about your students' use of the Writing Center this semester 
































 Q44 Thanks so much for your responses. Would you be willing to participate in a short follow-
up interview? This interview could occur at a convenient time for you by Skype (or Google 
Hangout, etc.) or in-person, whichever works best for you. 
o Yes 





APPENDIX 7: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS7 
Student 
1. Color code the most helpful and unhelpful parts of the response you received. 
2. What kind of response did you get in your online session? Was it generally helpful or 
unhelpful? Why or why not? 
3. What were the most helpful parts of the response? 
4. What parts were not as helpful? 
5. How could the session have been different to help you more? 
6. How are you going to revise your project after you leave, or what revisions have you 
already made after the session? 
7. What resources and/or strategies did you learn from your session? Do you plan to use any 
of those resources or strategies again? Why or why not? 
8. Would you use the online tutor again? Why or why not? 
9. Describe the process of making your [insert project name]. 
10. How do you feel about this project? What do you like most about it? Least? 
11. How is this project similar or different from others you’ve done in the past? 
12. What past experiences or skills have been helpful for navigating this project? 
13. What have you learned from this that you think could be helpful to you in the future? 
  
Coach 
1. Color code the most effective and ineffective parts of your response. 
2. What happened in your online session? 
3. What stands out to you most about your experience with this online? Why? 
4. What parts of your response do you feel will be most helpful to the student? Why? 
5. Which parts do you think are less helpful or unhelpful to the student? Why? 
6. Describe the resources or strategies that you used during the session? Why did you 
choose to use them? 
7. What were the benefits and/or drawbacks of how you implemented these resources and 
strategies for this particular student and assignment? 
8. How was working with this student on a multimedia project different from the students 
who are writing print texts? Similar? 
9. Did you feel prepared to work with the student? Why or why not? 
10. What past experiences, training, or skills did you draw on to navigate this session? 
11. What training do you recommend for tutors to help students with writing onlines for 
students who have submitted multimedia projects? Would you recommend anything 
different for training tutors to work with students on multimedia projects in face-to-face 
sessions? 
 
                                                
7 Interviews followed a semi-structured format. The questions here were used as a starting point, but some questions 





12. For coaches who teach: Do you assign multimedia projects in your classes? Why or why 
not? 
13. For coaches who teach: What aspects of writing center work have informed or changed 
your teaching? What about vice-versa? 
14. For coaches who have had multiple sessions involving multimedia: How have your 
responses and approach to working with students on multimedia projects evolved? 
  
Instructor 
1. Why did you decide to assign a multimedia project? 
2. How and why did you choose this particular assignment and modality? 
3. Describe the unit project as it unfolded in terms of what you and the students did in your 
class. 
4. How would you evaluate the success of the project, and why? 
5. What was the most challenging aspect of the project? What did you draw on to navigate 
that challenge? 
6. What would you do differently if you were to redesign and reteach the unit? 
7. How was this project similar or different from other ones you’ve taught in the past? 
8. What past experiences, trainings, or skills did you draw on to navigate this unit? 
9. What did you learn from this experience that you could apply to your teaching, writing, 
or other aspects of life? 
10. What are your thoughts on multimedia projects in college courses? What role should 
multimedia have in the curriculum, if any? Why? 
11. Did you hear anything from students about their impression of the Writing Center or their 










Alexander, K. P., DePalma, M.J., & Ringer, J. M. (2016). Adaptive remediation and the 
facilitation of transfer in multiliteracy center contexts. Pedagogies of multimodality and 
the future of multiliteracy centers, 41, 32–45.  
Anderson, D. (2008). The low bridge to high benefits: Entry-level multimedia, literacies, and 
motivation. Computers and Composition, 25(1), 40–60. 
Balester, V., Grimm, N., Grutsch McKinney, J., Lee, S., Sheridan, D., & Silver, N. (2012). The 
idea of a multiliteracy center: six responses. Praxis: A Writing Center Journal, 9(2). 
Bancroft, J. (2016). Multiliteracy centers spanning the digital divide: providing a full spectrum 
of support. Pedagogies of multimodality and the future of multiliteracy centers, 41, 46–
55.  
Beaver, A. F. (2016). Social interaction and design in an online multiliteracy center. (Doctoral 
dissertation). Retrieved from https://scholar.colorado.edu/educ_gradetds/83. 
Bell, L. E. (n.d.). Preserving the rhetorical nature of tutoring when going online. In C. Murphy 
& S. Sherwood (Eds.), The St. Martin’s sourcebook for writing tutors (4th ed., pp. 326–
334). Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s. 
Benson, A. (2014). “We also offer online services at Interpellation.edu”: Althusserian hails and 
online writing centers. Southern Discourse in the Center: A Journal of Multiliteracy and 
Innovation, 19(1), 11–25. 
Berry, L., & Dieterle, B. (2016). Group consultations: Developing dedicated, technological 
spaces for collaborative writing and learning. Pedagogies of multimodality and the future 
of multiliteracy centers, 41, 18–31. 
Blythe, S. (1997). Networked computers + writing centers = ? thinking about networked 
computers in writing center practice. The Writing Center Journal, 17(2), 89–110. 
Boquet, E. H., & Lerner, N. (2008). After “The Idea of a Writing Center.” College English, 
71(2), 170–189. 
Bowen, T., & Whithaus, C. (Eds.). (2013). Multimodal literacies and emerging genres. 
University of Pittsburgh Press. 
Breuch, L.A. K. (2005). The idea(s) of an online writing center: in search of a conceptual 
model. Writing Center Journal, 25(2), 21–38. 
Bromley, P., Northway, K., & Schonberg, E. (2013). How important is the local, really? A 
cross-institutional quantitative assessment of frequently asked questions in writing center 





Bromley, P., Northway, K., & Schonberg, E. (2018). L2 student satisfaction in the writing 
center: A cross-institutional study of L1 and L2 students. Praxis: A Writing Center 
Journal, 16(1), 20–31. 
Brooks, J. (1991). Minimalist tutoring: Making the student do all the work. Writing Lab 
Newsletter, 15(6), 1–4. 
Carino, P. (1988). Computers in the writing center: A cautionary history. In E. H. Hobson (Ed.), 
Wiring the writing center (pp. 171–193). Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press. 
Carino, P., & Enders, D. (2001). Does frequency of visits to the writing center increase student 
satisfaction? A statistical correlation study—or story. The Writing Center Journal, 22(1), 
83–103. 
Carpenter, R. (2008). Consulting without bodies: technology, virtual space, and the writing 
center. Praxis: A Writing Center Journal, 6(1), 1–4. 
Carpenter, R. (2016). Shaping the future: Writing centers as creative multimodal spaces. 
Southern Discourse in the Center: A Journal of Multiliteracy and Innovation, 21(1), 56–
75. 
Carpenter, R., & Lee, S. (2016). Envisioning future pedagogies of multiliteracy centers: 
introduction to the special issue. Computers and Composition, 100(41), v–x.  
Castner, J. (2000). The asynchronous, online writing session: A two-way stab in the dark? In J. 
A. Inman & D. N. Sewell (Eds.), Taking flight with owls: examining electronic writing 
center work (pp. 119–128). Mahwah, N.J.: Routledge.  
Cazden, C., Cope, B., Fairclough, N., Gee, J., & et al. (1996). A pedagogy of multiliteracies: 
Designing social futures. Harvard Educational Review, 66(1), 60-92. 
Clark, I. (2001). Perspectives on the directive/non-directive continuum in the writing center. 
The Writing Center Journal, 22(1), 33–58. 
Coogan, D. (1995). E-mail tutoring, a new way to do new work. Computers and Composition, 
12(2), 171–181. 
Corbett, S. J. (2013). Negotiating pedagogical authority: The rhetoric of writing center tutoring 
styles and methods. Rhetoric Review, 32(1), 81–98.  
Downs, D., & Wardle, E. (2007). Teaching about writing, righting misconceptions: 
(Re)Envisioning. College Composition and Communication, 58(4), 552–584. 
Driscoll, D. L., & Perdue, S. W. (2012). Theory, lore, and more: An analysis of rad research in 
“The Writing Center Journal,” 1980–2009. The Writing Center Journal, 32(2), 11–39. 





Gardner, C. (2012, Fall). Rhetorical media and the twenty first century open-access writing 
center: Predictions, predilections, and realities. Computers and Composition Online. 
Retrieved from 
http://www2.bgsu.edu/departments/english/cconline/new_media_cc/Gardner/survey.html.  
Gillespie, P. (2002). Beyond the house of lore: WCenter as research site. In Writing center 
research: Extending the conversation (pp. 39–51). 
Gresham, M. (2010). Composing multiple spaces: Clemson’s Class of ‘41 Online Studio. In D. 
M. Sheridan & J. A. Inman (Eds.), Multiliteracy centers: writing center work, new media, 
and multimodal rhetoric (pp. 33–55). New York, New York: Hampton Press. 
Grouling, J., & Grutsch McKinney, J. (2016). Taking stock: Multimodality in writing center 
users’ texts. Pedagogies of Multimodality and the Future of Multiliteracy Centers, 
100(41), 56–67. 
Hedengren, M., & Lockerd, M. (2017). Tell me what you really think: Lessons from negative 
student feedback. The Writing Center Journal, 36(1), 131–145. 
Hewett, B. L. (2006). Synchronous online conference-based instruction: A study of whiteboard 
interactions and student writing. Computers and Composition, 23(1), 4–31. 
Jackson, J. (2000). Interfacing the faceless: Maximizing the advantages of online tutoring. 
Writing Lab, 25(2), 1–7. 
Kavadlo, J. (2013). The message is the medium: Electronically helping writing tutors help 
electronically. Praxis: A Writing Center Journal, 10(2), 1-7. 
Kjesrud, R. D. (2015). Lessons from data: Avoiding lore bias in research paradigms. The 
Writing Center Journal, 34(2), 33–58. 
Lauren, B. (2016). Running Lean: Refactoring and the Multiliteracy Center. Computers and 
Composition, 100(41), 68–77.  
Lee, S. (2014). Situated design for multiliteracy centers: A rhetorical approach to visual design. 
Southern Discourse in the Center: A Journal of Multiliteracy and Innovation, 19(1), 26–
40. 
Lerner, N. (1988). Drills pads, teaching machines, and programmed texts: Origins of 
instructional technology in writing centers. In E. H. Hobson (Ed.), Wiring the writing 
center (pp. 119–136). Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press. 
Liggett, S., Jordan, K., & Price, S. (2011). Mapping knowledge-making in writing center 
research: A taxonomy of methodologies. The Writing Center Journal, 31(2), 50–88. 
Lunsford, A. (1991). Collaboration, control, and the idea of a writing center. The Writing Center 





Mackiewicz, J., & Thompson, I. K. (2014). Talk about writing: The tutoring strategies of 
experienced writing center tutors. Routledge. 
McKinney, J. G. (2009). New media matters: Tutoring in the late age of print. Writing Center 
Journal, 29(2), 28–51. 
McKinney, J. G. (2010). New Media (R)evolution. In D. M. Sheridan & J. A. Inman (Eds.), 
Multiliteracy Centers: Writing center work, new media, and multimodal rhetoric (pp. 
207–223). New York, New York: Hampton Press. 
McKinney, J. G. (2016). Strategies for Writing Center Research. Parlor Press.  
Murphy, C., & Hawkes, L. (2011). The future of multiliteracy centers in the e-world: An 
exploration of cultural narratives and cultural transformation. In C. Murphy and S. 
Sherwood (Eds.), The St. Martin’s Sourcebook for writing tutors. (4rd ed., pp. 361–374). 
Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s. 
Naydan, L. M. (2013). Just writing center work in the digital age: De facto multiliteracy centers 
in dialogue with questions of social justice. Praxis: A Writing Center Journal 11(1), 1-7.  
Neaderhiser, S., & Wolfe, J. (2009). Between technological endorsement and resistance: The 
state of online writing centers. Writing Center Journal, 29(1), 49–77. 
Nordlof, J. (2014). Vygotsky, scaffolding, and the role of theory in writing center work. The 
Writing Center Journal, 34(1), 45–64. 
North, S. M. (1984). The idea of a writing center. College English, 46(5), 433-446.  
Peguesse, C. L. (2013). Assessing the effectiveness of tutor comments in email sessions. 
Journal of College Reading and Learning; Oak Creek, 44(1), 96–104. 
Pemberton, M. A. (2003). Planning for hypertexts in the writing center... or not. The Writing 
Center Journal, 24(1), 9–24. 
Raign, K. R. (2013). Creating verbal immediacy—The use of immediacy and avoidance 
techniques in online tutorials. Praxis: A Writing Center Journal, 10(2), 1–6. 
Roe, M. M. (2014). Multimodal composing, multiliteracy centers, and opportunities for 
collaboration (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from 
https://repository.tcu.edu/handle/116099117/7172. 
Roe, M. M. (2017). The multiliteracy center as collaboration tool. In A. J. Myatt & L. L. Gaillet 
(Eds.), Writing program and writing center collaborations (pp. 179–198). New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan US.  
Romney, A., & Kitalong, K. (2015). A broad spectrum of multiliteracies: Toward an integrated 
approach to multimodality and multilingualism in writing centers. Southern Discourse in 





Salem, L. (2016). Decisions...decisions: Who chooses to use the writing center? The Writing 
Center Journal, 35(2), 147–171. 
Smit, D. W. (2004). The end of composition studies. Southern Illinois University Press.  
Sheridan, D. M. (2006). Words, images, sounds: writing centers as multiliteracy centers. In C. 
Murphy and B.L. Stay (Eds.), The writing center director’s resource book (pp. 339–347). 
New York: Routledge. 
Sheridan, D. M. (2016). Sparty and Selfi: Distributed intelligence in the multiliteracy center. 
Pedagogies of multimodality and the future of multiliteracy centers, 100(41), 1–17.  
Sheridan, D. M. (2010). Multiliteracy centers as content producers: Designing online learning 
experiences for writers. In D. M. Sheridan & J. A. Inman (Eds.), Multiliteracy Centers: 
Writing center work, new media, and multimodal rhetoric (pp. 189–204). New York, 
New York: Hampton Press. 
The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education (n.d.). University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill. Retrieved from 
http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/lookup/view_institution.php?unit_id=199120.  
The Coaches Training Institute. (2017). Retrieved from https://coactive.com/.  
The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (n.d.). Class Profile. Retrieved from 
https://admissions.unc.edu/apply/class-profile-2/. 
Thompson, I., Whyte, A., Shannon, D., Muse, A., Miller, K., Chappell, M., & Whigham, A. 
(2009). Examining our lore: A survey of students’ and tutors’ satisfaction with writing 
center conferences. The Writing Center Journal, 29(1), 78–105. 
Thonus, T. (2002). Tutor and student assessments of academic writing tutorials: What is 
“success”? Assessing Writing, 8(2), 110–134. 
Trimbur, J. (2000). Multiliteracies, social futures, and writing centers. Writing Center Journal, 
20(2), 29–32. 
UNC Media Resources Center. (2016). Media Lab Teachers. Unpublished raw data. 
UNC Writing and Learning Center. (2017). 2016–17 annual report. 
Wardle, E. (2009). “Mutt Genres” and the goal of fyc: Can we help students write the genres of 
the university? College Composition and Communication, 60(4), 765–789. 
WCenter (2000). About. Retrieved from http://lyris.ttu.edu/read/about/?forum=wcenter. 
Wolfe, J., & Griffin, J. A. (2012). Comparing technologies for online writing conferences: 





Yergeau, M., Wozniak, K., & Vandenberg, P. (2008). Expanding the space of f2f: Writing 
centers and audio-visual-textual conferencing. Kairos, 13(1). Retrieved from 
http://technorhetoric.net/13.1/topoi/yergeau-et-al/. 
